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Byron 


This novel contains violent scenes and grotesque expressions. 


Searching for a novel with that warning written on the belly band’, I entered 
my sister’s room. Yorutsuki's room was the size of eight and a half tatami 
mats. Despite being wider than the average room of a second year high 
school student, it was surrounded by bookshelves on all four sides, so, along 
with a full sized bed, the area you could actually see felt closer to four tatami 
mats. Since violent scenes are more common in popular literature than in 
pure literature, for starters, I went toward the second bookshelf on my left, 
the bookshelf dedicated to entertainment novels. Looking at the covers of 
the books and confirming their titles, if there happened to be a title I was 
interested in, I would take it out. My pet theory is that if the title of a book 
is lame, its writing will end up being lame too. Translated books from 
overseas aren’t exempt from this, either. A good translator is only fitting 
for a good writer; Salinger is a good example of this. Some bad examples 
also happen to come to mind, but for the time being I will refrain from 
mentioning them. Anyhow, I can't imagine that there are writers dull 
enough to be unable to pay attention to the title, which is literally a book's 
most noticeable feature. How could an author like that be able to write 
anything that could strike my heart. How could I believe that? Although, on 
the other hand, there are a fair number of works that put all they have in 
their titles and, more often than not, it leads to the content itself suffering 
instead. In the end, it’s all the same; what is really important is to find a 
sense of balance between these two aspects. I was trying to find something 
with a similar composition to Boy and Girl’. A Farewell to Arms. The 


Improvisatore. The eight volumes of Records of The Three Kingdoms. The 


* 4% OBI is a little band wrapped around most japanese novels in the same way as dust 
covers. It often includes a short sentence with the intent of selling the book or 
announcements about upcoming adaptations or record sales. 

2 747 -& T don't even know which book it is supposed to be, the title is very generic 
so it could be a multitude of things. 
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Taming of the Shrew. However, I’d read A Farewell to Arms in middle school, 
and did it really belong on the entertainment shelf? Definitely not. That 
Yorutsuki, it seemed like she’d once again changed the arrangement of the 
books without consulting me. I noticed that there were a lot of books from 
the Iwanami publishing house...... was she separating them by publisher 
again? While thinking about that, I made a round around the room and 
confirmed the contents of every bookshelf. I see, this time she sorted them 
based on the color of the book’s spine. Taking a step back, it was plain to 
see. Sorting them by genres, sorting them by publishers, sorting them by 
authors, sorting them by volume (height X length X number of pages), 
Yorutsuki's bookshelf sorting was more of an art than a hobby at this point. 
I wonder if that was actually fun? It probably was. For each book, thinking 
"this book belongs here", ''that book goes there", recalling memories from 

when you read them, reminding yourself of your impressions of them. 
While doing that, I found the name of an author that piqued my curiosity. 
Not a mass market paperback, but the size of what was called a shinsho. 
The naming sense of the pen name which caught my eye wasn't very good, 
but that lameness in itself was what caught my attention (it probably 
could’ve been their real name, but it didn't sound like a name someone 
would have). However, the naming sense of the title was off the charts. 
Taking the book in my hands and confirming the belly band, I read: A corpse 
locked up in a tower! This is the relic of the ultimate locked room trick! , written in 
a white gothic typeface on top of a black background. It looked like a 
detective novel. Until very recently, I’d thought that detective novels were 
basically books that only kids or old men could enjoy, but according to 
Yorutsuki, that wasn't the case. That was an outdated belief, and now they 
were thought of more as writings for teenagers. I was still dubious about 
whether that was true or not, but I wasn’t stupid enough to argue against a 
maniac, so I’d just accepted it at the time. However, not just detective 
novels, the time when one can be the most absorbed in any kind of book is 
probably during middle school. That reminded me, Yorutsuki became such 
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a bookworm only after entering high school. I confirmed the copyright page. 
First edition, printed on the twenty fourth of January, just recently. It was 
somewhat of a shame that the belly band didn't include This book contains 
violent scenes and grotesque expressions, but it shouldn't have been a 
problem with a detective novel; it would definitely be violent and grotesque. 
If you get right down to the bottom of it, detective novels are books where 
people die at an insanely fast pace. It was the same for the first author I’d 
consciously searched for when I was in my second year of elementary 
school, Edogawa Ranpo. At that time, I’d followed the recommendation of 
my homeroom teacher, who said "kids should read Ranpo,” and since then, 
my reading preferences clearly tilted towards that side. Opposite to 
Yorutsuki, I’d started reading less after entering high school (right after the 
entrance ceremony, I sold every book in my room to an used book store I 
frequented and used that money to buy a punching bag and a second-hand 
Kawasaki Vulcan, and gave my then completely empty bookshelves to 
Yorutsuki), but even then, when my urge for reading suddenly and 
impulsively came out, it was only an urge for that kind of violent and 
grotesque novel. Now, obeying my urges, I decided to flip through the pages 
of that shinsho. Laying on the feather blanket on top of Yorutsuki's bed, I 
held the book so that I would take full advantage of the ceiling's light. I read 
the start. It started abruptly on a rape scene, not betraying my expectations; 
it felt gloomy. 

It became tiresome after about twenty pages. Despite yearning for a 
sense of composition, what I ended up with was a pathetic mess. I entered 
the room full of energy and reading with my eyes opened like plates until 
then, but from there on I just skimmed through it. That's because, 
eventually, a murder case happened. And lo and behold, the murder scene 
was a locked room. But I already knew, since it was written on the belly 
band. Wasn't that just spoiling it? That being said, a sudden locked room 
would take some people aback, so knowing the synopsis beforehand may 
have been necessary to enjoy the book. Nevertheless, why were characters 
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that appeared in detective novels able to kill people as if it was such an easy 
task? They made it seem like something as easy as adding or subtracting; 
“that person is a bother”, “I hate that guy”, they murder for just that. Not 
to mention that they play with different plans and show off their 
eccentricities, as if murdering people was a sport. Are you guys 
revolutionaries? In that state, they seem just like test-takers solving math 
problems. Do those kinds of people really exist? The answer is obvious; they 
don't. Revolutionaries and test-takers are real, but detective novels are just 
fiction. Solving math problems is indeed good training and it becomes fun 
once you get the hang of it. However, that's not actually the case for 
murders, is it? No, hold on. There are a lot of high school students who hate 
math problems. Then, inversely, it’s the same for murders; there might be 
people who are good at it and like it. After about fifty minutes of reading, 
the book finally arrived at its climax. Out of all people, the culprit was the 
younger brother of the first victim, creating a locked room with a fairly 
surprising method (well, at least, that’s what was written in the book). The 
culprit crumbled in tears in front of the detective and ultimately revealed 
his motive. It seemed that this man had a fairly hard past. How miserable. 
I'd felt slightly sorry for him. But I was betrayed right at the next line. The 
detective started sermoning the culprit about humanity. Despite saying 
earlier that resolving the mystery was enough and that the culprit was 
genius-like, when the time for morals came, he started spouting out the 
words of a saint. What? What are you saying? Don't you feel sorry for 
Leonardo? Weren't you talking lightheartedly in chapter seven? Why are you 
lashing out at the dead? What is the color of your blood? He understands 
even if you don't say that. He did it knowingly, don't be soft on him! In the 
first place, at the point where you exposed his crime, his death penalty was 
set in stone. Isn't that just murder? 

Well, fault-finding like that was not a very mature thing to do. This was 
surely the result of the overflowing beautiful conscience of that author with 


the lame pen name. In other words, since he used murder, which is a taboo 
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in human society, as his main theme, he had to make it coherent like that. 
In reality, even the author must think that that bastard Mark deserved to be 
killed. Understanding the intention of the author is the reader's duty. What 
a good guy I was. Probably. Anyhow, this novel didn't fulfill my craving of 
violence plus grotesque. It seemed that the rape scene from the start was 
just for pretense; even if was a detective novel, it prized itself with 
mysteries, logic and unimportant details, so advocating it as orthodox 
without shying away and without any limit to their arrogance didn't have 
much to do with me. Then, you can't say that becoming sluggish after only 
twenty pages was my fault. Then, I heard the sound of someone climbing 
the stairs. Even though it had only been one hour, that Yorutsuki, it seemed 
like she had already finished taking her bath. Shortly after she opened the 
door. 

"Aah. ah, ah, aaah. Aaaaaaah." 

Yorutsuki, who wore a towel around her wet hair like an indian turban, 
entered the room, and pointed at me laying on her bed. 

"Jeez, onii-chan, I already told you to not enter Yorutsuki's room 
without permission. Also, don't read books without permission. Yorutsuki 
has yet to read that book." 

"The culprit was the maid's gate bell." 

"Ho-how cruel! I was looking forward to reading it! Even though I was 
letting it mature! Onii-chan, Yorutsuki didn't do anything that warrants you 
being that cruel! ?" 

"It's a lie. Hauh." 

I raised my upper body by doing a sit-up. Right, I remembered that 
Byouinzaka once said that, when humans are lying flat on a surface, the 
most common train of thought is raising their upper body first. Though, 
since it was such a dubious tale, I could only hear it as the excuses of a 


hikikomori. I closed the shinsho and threw it at Yorutsuki. 
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''Wah, wah. Jeez. Don't throw it. I would really appreciate it if you treated 
books with more care. People who can't cherish books can't cherish their 
friends." 

"Sounds philosophical. Whose words are those? Perhaps a Russian." 

"Mmm. Wasn't it Newtone" 

"Isn't that a scientist? Not Russian at all." 

"T think scientists, philosophers, British people and Russians all cherish 
books. For people who cherish things, books are very precious." 

"That's definitely from a scholar's biography. I read about half of The 
Principia, but somehow, I can’t imagine Newton treating books preciously." 

And, be it a coincidence or not, Newton didn't seem to have a lot of 
friends. 

"More importantly, onii-chan, you promised me last time, didn't you? 
Yorutsuki remembers that you promised. That when Yorutsuki wasn't there, 
you wouldn't enter my room without permission. That you would knock 
three times." 

"It's not like you have anything that you don't want to be seen, do you?" 

"T do." 

"Do youe" 

"T have a lot. Also, having my room in such a messy state makes me feel 
like a bad kid and a little embarrassed." 

"A mess? This? Hmm...... If you say so. More importantly, Yorutsuki. You 
rearranged your shelves, right?" 

"Yeah. You can understand that just by looking, can't you?" 

Saying that, Yorutsuki sat on the chair at her desk and turned to face me. 
Even though she told me to not enter, it seemed like she didn’t intend to 
chase me out. I already knew from that start that Yorutsuki wouldn't chase 
me out as long as she wasn't in a really bad mood. 

"Isn't it pretty? Look, from that end it goes wheeee with a gradient. The 


theme is rainbow, I guess. From red to purple, a rainbow." 
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"Rainbow, huh. The rainbow kanji has the insect radical? in it, did you 
know? Well, it's fine. But thanks to that, I don't know which book is where 
now. Don't you have books with, like, violence and the grotesque?" 

"Ah, that urge again. Onii-chan, don't you feel like you should read a 
greater variety of books? Err, before, it was Okamoto Kido, right? You 
completed Shibusawa Tatsuhiko using backdoor tricks. Then next, is it... 
Kunieda Shiro? I couldn't read them in onii-chan's time. At least the good 
ones are getting reissued. Ah, right, what about Haniya Yutaka? This guy, 
his real name is very cool. Did you know?" 

"Mmm. I already know a lot from that area. So more precisely, a modern 
one, if possible. Also, something a bit tame would be good. My current 
condition isn't going to let me read something genuine." 

"Aah. That's why onii-chan was reading mystery. But onii-chan, the one 
from earlier was a mystery's mystery mysterying mystery." 

"Mystery? I was reading a detective novel. Of course, the deduction's 
deduction was deductionning, but..." 

"Nowadays we call detective novels mystery. Onii-chan, you're a bit 
ignorant." 

Yorutsuki laughed her heart out. I didn't really like getting laughed at, 
but since I didn't mind if it was Yorutsuki, I just agreed with a 'Hmm'. 

"If you want that kind of book, there's no shortage of them. Psychopathy 
and violence are very popular in the contemporary mystery - entertainment 
novel scene. It feels like the times have finally caught up to onii-chan, I 
guess. Now you don't even have to browse old book stores or the 
underground net. But it kinda feels like you’re suddenly being left behind. 
Question, four siblings or seven siblings, which one does onii-chan prefer?" 

"Whichever." 

"Then both I guess." 


3 #T NIJI rainbow, & MUSHI insect 
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Yorutsuki stood up and took out two paperback books from a nearby 
shelf. I received them. Neither was that thick, to the point where I could 
read them right away. I read the belly bands, then the backsides of the 
books. I see, they were surely violent. But both books' author profiles caught 
my attention because of their youth. Twenty five and twenty seven years old 
respectively. Now that I think about it, the younger the author is, the less I 
have to worry about hearing lectures about morals and humanity. Being 
rebellious and dissident is the trademark of youth. 

"That blue one is about demonic killers, and that purple one was a 
supernatural horror I think? Both are fit for mystery tastes and are also 
pretty interesting. They are currently selling a lot. A boom, I guess. Even in 
my class, there's a fair amount of people reading them." 

"Hmm........ Mystery taste, huh. Seems like a useful word...." 

Yorutsuki was in class 2-7 in the hard to enter scientific course of a 
national school. More than two thirds of the students were girls. By the way, 
I was in class 3-2, and even though we were in the same school, I was in 
the literary course. Then, I said what I’d been thinking earlier. 

"But tell me, Yorutsuki, why can characters appearing in this kind of 
novel kill people as simply as adding and subtracting? It's not like they’re 
at war. Even in the novel I just read. It's been a while since I read a detective 
novel, but even if the motive of the killer was appropriate and made me pity 
them, you wouldn't normally kill for such a reason. Don't you think that 
people should think as much about integrals and differentials as additions 
and subtractions?" 

"Umm. I guess that's just how it is?" 

Yorutsuki seemed troubled. Yorutsuki's troubled face was cute. Her face 
when not troubled was also cute, but her troubled face was especially cute. 

"But even if you don't have something scary like murder cases as your 
main theme, aren't there a lot of other mysteries in this world? Err, what 
was it again? Um, if mystery novels were self labelled, wouldn't it be better 
to focus on them?" 
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"Historically, the first ever mystery book was called The Murders in the 
Rue Morgue, and as the name suggests, it's about murder cases. Moreover, 
locked room cases. You know about it, right? Onii-chan loved Poe, didn't 
you? I think that, while the following authors tried to imitate or copy it, it 
eventually ended up becoming mainstream." 

"T see. Good remark. You really make me learn." 

"Fiction tends to follow trends anyway, so why wouldn't additions and 
subtractions be fine? Also onii-chan, that reminds me, Yorutsuki heard that, 
in the period between middle school and high school, sooner or later, 
everyone eventually shows interest towards serial killers, psychopaths, 
knives, or guns. Is it the charm of taboo, or maybe the attraction? Onii-chan 
too has this kind of memory, right?" 

"I won't say I don't. Umm. Maybe there really is an age where people 
feel the urge to graze taboos. A kind of rebellious phase, a sensitive period. 
What I liked during middle school wasn't just literature in itself, huh? Well, 
yeah, in the end, that may be why I want to read violent novels. I guess it's 
unreasonable to complain when you’re given what you ask for...... Kids that 
are attracted by evil, huh. Well, originally, miscreant meant someone 
independant, cool, and strong. That being the target of admiration is 
nothing new, but it now refers to angry kids. Saying it in a french way, crazy 
youngsters. In the end, it's not just teenagers, when they’re young, 
everyone’s a realist without a sense of reality. They must love the 
nonsensical and preposterous. That's why they can only feel reality in 
fiction, in taboos. Now I see, mass murder, war, rape, cannibalism, betrayal, 
destruction, revolution, terrorism and also....... incest." 

"Nyu." 

Yorutsuki unconsciously blushed. She probably reacted to "rape" and 
"incest."' Despite being a precocious kid who read Nabokov and Tanizaki 
Junichirou, compared to her reading experience, her actual experience is 


overwhelmingly narrower. While swinging her hands frantically in front of 
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her chest (hiding her embarrassment?), "I-if you were to say that," 
Yorutsuki forcibly tried to advance the conversation. 

"A-angry kids, onii-chan, wouldn't that refer precisely to you? Because 
of you, we had to transfer. Yorutsuki and the whole family." 

"Don't bring up old stuff." 

I thought about cornering the bashful Yorutsuki with more indecent 
words, but since I’d already entered her room without permission today, it 
seemed she’d become mean. Deciding that I’d let her go for today, I matched 
her pace. 

"A kid, you say, in the first place, I really was a kid at the time." 

"Of course. If you did that in high school, it would have been a big 
problem, I guess. Onii-chan wouldn't be here, definitely." 

Without any blame in her words, rather, in a happy motion, as if thinking 
back to nostalgic memories, Yorutsuki said. Seeing that, I had a thought that 
made my chest tighten. Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki. Seventeen years old, my little 
sister. Of course, there’s probably the big brother bias, but... what was it, 
she has a very well-featured appearance. Since she didn't eat much, she was 
a bit on the skinny and on the delicate side. Her proportions weren't bad 
either. When she looked at you with her large, dark pupils, you couldn't help 
but feel absorbed by them. More than anything, her long and beautiful hair, 
reaching her hips (currently hidden by the towel); her features were 
unbearably attractive. Even though that would be enough, it wasn't all: her 
grades were also the top of her class. Though she seemed to have trouble 
with sports, she was by no means below average. If I were to say everything 
good about her, there would be no end, but this was my little sister, 
Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki. Regardless of that, Yorutsuki didn't put on airs. When 
talking alone with me, she was still assertive, but for anything else, in class 
or at her club, she was always one step behind, with a modest and reserved 
attitude. Being both cute and introverted in high school would seem 
impossible, a combination only possible in unrealistic, old, idyllic overseas 
novels, but there was a good reason for that. 
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When Yorutsuki was in her second year of elementary school, she’d 
suffered from terrible bullying. I didn't know the reason why she’d been 
bullied; she probably just stood out among her classmates. Actually, there’s 
no need for a reason when bullying someone. The heretics will always be 
excluded. People require sacrifices. Superior or inferior, clever or stupid, 
anything can be a reason for bullying. It's the same for adults and kids, but 
especially for young people. In a lot of ways, logic doesn't exist there. I 
wasn't directly related, so I don't know the details, but anyway, it was some 
truly awful bullying. It was fortunate that I, in my third year of elementary 
school at that time, noticed it at an early stage, but even then, I wasn’t quick 
enough to prevent Yorutsuki’s heart from remaining half-closed. More than 
childish, Yorutsuki was pure. In any case, when I realized it tardily, I first 
broke Yorutsuki's left leg, forcibly hospitalizing her, and made it so that 
Yorutsuki didn't have to go to school anymore. Covering it up as just a 
sibling fight to our parents, I’d learned the names of the five classmates 
bullying Yorutsuki as a group. The completely frightened Yorutsuki 
wouldn't open her mouth easily, but after hitting her in the torso a few 
times, I managed to get her to confess. After that I spent three days making 
plans, and punished those five. That was the whole story of the angry kid 
thing Yorutsuki had talked about. In my eyes, it was practically the perfect 
crime, but what was actually just some kid's shallow ploy was readily 
discovered. On top of being discovered, a parent of one of the kids was an 
executive of PTA, which made the problem even bigger than it should have 
been. And, even though it ended up not being a serious case for the police 
because it was only a kid's doing, the whole family had to relocate to a far 
away place. Luckily, since I attacked a few kids other than those five, my 
true objective was camouflaged and I was never found out by anyone but 
Yorutsuki. Just a stupid kid being angry. At the very least, since I’d achieved 
my objective of freeing Yorutsuki from the bullying, it didn't end that badly. 
However — I can think now. That act was just too simplistic. It had no real 
meaning behind it. Especially breaking Yorutsuki's leg to help her, that was 
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the most foolish thing of all. The me of that time often just thought about 
hitting her. In the first place, using violence against the bullies of my sister 
was an idea I took from a manga and was probably also mixed in with my 
childish sense of justice and craving for the limelight. Pathetic. If it were 
now, I would surely choose some other, smarter means. But it can't be 
helped. At the time, I did the best I could. With my unspecialized brain and 
developing abilities, if I chose the ideal method then, would I have even 
succeeded? Then, in that case, I guess I can accept it. Regrets don't mean 
anything. You can say anything you want in hindsight, like the detective 
from a novel saying “I knew the culprit of this case from the start” and then 
lecturing someone. Regrets have no meaning. How do you break through 
the current situation? That’s the only problem. Ever since we’d moved here, 
there hadn’t been anything like bullying, but even then, Yorutsuki’s heart, 
which had been completely closed for some time, wouldn't open to anyone 
other than me. Even though her body and spirit were far removed from that 
time, even after growing so much that I wouldn't recognize her. Even if it 
was not something as grandiose as psychological trauma, in that second 
year of elementary school, Yorutsuki's self-esteem and self-confidence 
were completely broken. If she had anything she could be proud of, she 
would seem bright to anyone, but the inverse was also true. Even though I 
thought I could’ve done better for her tendency to play the victim and her 
shy side, I thought that the current quiet and fleeting Yorutsuki wasn't bad 
either. 

"—Onii-chan, are you listening?" 

After hearing Yorutsuki's voice, I returned to my senses. My mind 
slipped into something totally different. It was Yorutsuki’s fault because she 
kept bringing out old stories. Springing to my feet, I stood up on the bed 
and did some stretches. 

The tips of my fingers could reach the ceiling. 


"Then." I said towards Yorutsuki. 
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"T will borrow those two books. I'll give them back after I finish them. 
Good night." 

"Eh? You're already going to sleep?" 

"No, Iam going to the bath. Yorutsuki’s the one that's going to sleep." 

"Ah, I see." 

"Want to go together?" 

"No way. Nyo nyo." 

"Then hurry up and go to sleep. It's always a pain to wake you up. I wish 
you’d prepare breakfast and wait for me for once. Well, good night." 

"Ah, hold on...... Onii-chan." 

I was stopped when trying to exit the room. 

"Wait, I have something to talk about. Is it fine?" 

I thought she seemed a bit weird. Despite wanting to say something, it 
seemed hard for her to bring it up. It looked like she’d tried to say it several 
times but never found the right timing, and when I was finally leaving the 
room, having no choice, she had to say it now. However, without letting any 
suspicion appear on my face, "What?" I turned my heels. 


"Mm......... errrr, then onii-chan, first, could you do as usual?" 


I sat on the end of the bed and opened my legs. Yorutsuki stood up from 
the rotating chair and came closer, placing her hips in the space between 
my left and right thighs, and leaning on my top half. Putting my hands 
around her torso, I hugged her and put my jaw on top of her right shoulder. 
I whispered into her ear ''So, what’s the matter?" 

"Umm, you see." 

Yorutsuki's words became even more childish than usual. It always 
happened when she really wanted to say something. It hadn't changed since 
her elementary school days. Because it was something she couldn't say 
looking right at my eyes, I had to go behind and hug her. 


"The other day, during the break, I went to the third year classroom." 
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"Yes." 

"And I saw onii-chan." 

"Hmm? You should have called out to me." 

"B-but.... onii-chan was with his friend. He was talking pleasantly, so I 
didn't want to bother." 

Aah, I understood what Yorutsuki was trying to say. With the harmony 
between siblings, I could understand what she wanted to say even without 
listening to everything. There, as if finally resolving herself, Yorutsuki 
glanced at me and asked. 

"Hey. That woman, who is shee" 

"Ummm....... Let me see." 

It was probably Kotohara. Well, speaking of girls that I had a lot of 
occasions to speak to as of May of my third year of high school, the only 
other possibility was Byouinzaka, but if she said she’d seen us while walking 
around the classrooms of the third years, we can exclude that possibility. 
Now what should I do? The first idea that came into my mind was to feign 
indifference and say I didn’t remember her name, but it was immediately 
rejected. In this case, not knowing her name would have been more 
suspicious. It would’ve been be obvious that I was playing dumb. I didn't 
mind playing dumb, but it would be bad if she believed I really was dumb. 

"Kotohara Ririsu. A classmate." 

"You immediately recognized her. So you are close to her, I guess?" 

It had the opposite effect. No, it wasn't that. No matter what you said to 
the current Yorutsuki, it would probably have had the opposite effect. That 
being said, not saying anything would’ve been even worse. Silence wouldn't 
be forgiven. I needed to explain it properly. 'We aren't that close. Just a 
friend of a friend. See, I talked to you about him once, didn't I? About 
Hakohiko. The president of the kendo club, Mukaezuki Hakohiko. She is his 


friend. Not really my friend." 
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"Hakohiko, I don't know such a person." 

With a pouting tone, Yorutsuki puffed her cheeks. However, that was a 
good sign. It seems it was weird for me to desperately explain something 
like that. Seeing that, I stroked her chest a little. 

"Anyway, I’m not close enough to that girl to call her a friend. Just 
friendly to the point that I sometimes let her see my homework. If you say 
you witnessed us talking, that must have been a rare sight. You have good 
luck, Yorutsuki-san." 

"You call that person 'that girl'?" 

Yorutsuki said. 

"Sounds like you two are close. Extremely." 

"No, not really." 

"Yorutsuki doesn't really like onii-chan talking to other women, I 
guess." 

She said it with a reserved tone of the usual Yorutsuki, but even then, 
she clearly said it. Since she didn't try to turn towards me, I couldn't see the 
expression she had. Once again, I could taste the flavour of pain in my heart. 
Had I hurt Yorutsuki without noticing it again? Had nothing changed since 
those days back in elementary school? Really, it was self-hatred. Why did I 
have to show my homework to someone like Kotohara? Someone like her 
should just get yelled at by the teacher. Between her having to be ashamed 
during the lesson and Yorutsuki sinking into depression, one was clearly 
worse than the other. Like having fished tai and shrimp’. But — however, I 
couldn't do anything about what'd already been done. I wouldn't regret, I 
couldn't regret. I needed to think about the future. Here, now, here, how 


could I get away without hurting Yorutsuki. 


“ Tai is a really cheap fish while shrimps are expensive, it's a japanese expression 
without any real translation but imo the meaning is conveyed well enough if you know 
those fish beforehand. 
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How did she receive my silence? Yorutsuki hurriedly said "I-I am sorry," 
without turning back. 

"Now, I just said something selfish, didn't I?" 

"Quite." 


"Transcendently." 

"Transcendently! ?" 

"Di molto." 

"Italian!" 

"But it's fine. I understand." 

Until now, it had been just a light embrace, but I put strength in my arms 
to tighten it, and moved my body closer to Yorutsuki's. I could feel the shape 
of her scapula. Yorutsuki was delicate and didn't have much flesh, but I 
overlooked that part, which felt so tender it could melt. 

"T won't do anything that Yorutsuki would hate." 
shes You say that, but you entered my room without telling me." 

"That too, if you don't like it, I won't do it anymore." 

"Pll cut ties with her." 

"Y-you don't need to go so far..... 

"Kiss." 

I let my lips lightly touch Yorutsuki's cheek. When Yorutsuki suddenly 
stiffened with surprise, I took my hands off Yorutsuki and got off the bed, 
circumventing Yorutsuki's delicate body. 

"Then, I'll go take a bath. Be sure to dry your hair before sleeping." 

"Ah, um!" 

Yorutsuki, whose face and ears were completely red, grabbed the bottom 
of my shirt. I wondered what happened. Did she still have something else to 
talk about? Perhaps it was not only about Kotohara, but she’d also found out 
about Byouinzaka. That would’ve been regrettable. I didn't want any 
groundless misunderstandings about Byouinzaka. 
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"What... is it?" 

"If you only look at the bookshelves.... then not really." 

"Ume" 

"Even if you enter my room...... 

The rest to come out of her mouth was a mumble, so I couldn't hear it, 
but there was no need to hear it all. I took Yorutsuki’s hand that was 
grabbing on my clothes and said "Thank you, Yorutsuki." 

"It's fine. I would absolutely never touch the dear boys’ love novels that 
you keep hidden under the clothes in your drawer." 

"Haul! e" 

Whole face pallid. 

"Y-you saw them!? W-when did you!?" 

"No no. They were terrific. Huh. Onii-chan’s slightly excited." 

"T-j-idiot! I hate you! Go away now!" 

"Ahaha." 

I left the room and closed the door. 

Now, let's take a bath. 


The private school Outouin Academy was located on the summit of a 
mountain. The slope of the mountain path to get there was so steep that you 
had to wonder if a shabby car would even be able to climb it. Among the 
students, it was called by various names, such as: the Millennium Slope, the 
Dizzy Slope, the Heart Render and the Ascending Rollercoaster - Stairway to 
Heaven. In mine and Yorutsuki’s case, we had to take two trains and then a 
bus before arriving at the slope, so if we didn't leave the house at six o'clock, 
we wouldn't be there in time for the first period. To make up for her low 
blood pressure, I woke Yorutsuki up at five thirty, then made her wear her 
uniform while she was still half-asleep, and then we ran to the station. 
Inevitably, I had to wake up before five. Preparing bentos for both of us as 
well as the breakfast we ate while on the train was my job. As a consequence 
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of that, I suffered from chronic lack of sleep. In the morning, at fifteen past 
eight, as always, we arrived at the school gate fifteen minutes before the 
first chime. It wasn’t really the case for me, since I’d been part of a sports 
club in middle school, but Yorutsuki, who preferred to be indoors, maybe 
wasn't yet used to the effort, as it was her first year. She was breathing 
heavily. At that rate, it might not have been long before we had days with 
deaths in the middle of the slope. 

"Then, Yorutsuki. See you at home." 

"Yes." 

"Today too, be diligent in your studies." 

"Roger!" 

"Admirable." 

I patted her head. 

We took out our student IDs and passed through the main gate. Five 
machines similar to a turnstile were lined up there. Instead of a ticket, you 
inserted your student ID. Before long, our IDs came out on the other end 
and the gate opened. On the screen : HITSUUCHI SAMATOKI 3Y 08:17 was 
displayed. Looking at the gate where Yorutsuki passed : HITSUUCHI 
YORUTSUKI 2Y 08:17, in that way, our entrance time was recorded. So, even 
if you were late by one second, it wouldn't go unseen. But this system had 
a very obvious flaw; since, because of the budget, we only had five of them, 
during the rush before the first chime, students who normally wouldn't be 
late end up late because of it. There was no other way to access the school 
facilities, and even if there was, systems like this would be set up all over 
the place, so if that happened, you wouldn't be able to move around. And if 
you forgot your student ID, it became an even worse tragedy. Even if you 
talked to the security guard near the gate and managed to get in, you 
couldn't really do anything for that day. For using the cafeteria or even one 
PC in the library, an ID was needed. The academy rules called that a high 
tech upgrade, but I wondered about that. If the ones using it had no skill, it 
became no different from having no tech at all. Well, this might have been 
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a so-called "transition period". It might become the norm in twenty years 
and people my age might start saying "I heard schools in the past were a 
lawless zone", and me at thirty eight years old would groan "Really, kids 
these days.'"' Even if history advances, humans repeat it. That's how it is. 
Whenever. Wherever. Whatever. We changed our shoes for slippers at the 
entrance. I parted ways with Yorutsuki and headed towards the eastern 
building. The west building was for the first and second year classrooms, 
faculty room, infirmary, and so on, while the east building was for the third 
year classrooms, with the building for special use gathered between the two. 
I belonged to class 3-2, which was on the fourth floor. Elevators and 
escalators, both were completely absent. Where did the high tech go? It 
ruined my mood; don't get too down, you just have a little more to climb. I 
adjusted the bag on my back and challenged the stairs. 

"Yo, Peacemaker." 

Midway through the stairway, someone hit my shoulder from the back. 
I knew who it was by the voice, so there was no need to turn back. Without 
ceasing to climb the stairs, ''I said I didn't like that nickname.", I answered. 
Peacemaker. I wouldn't have had any problem with that nickname if it was 
the literal meaning of Peacemaker (Messenger of Peace), but in this case, it 
was slang for Piecemaker (Shard Gatherer). Before I knew it, some of my 
classmates were calling me by that alias. The origin was from an English 
teacher. I wondered if this was bullying, but it was also true that this 
nickname fit me perfectly, so I was reluctantly tolerant of it. While I 
tolerated it, that appellation gradually died out, but some stubborn people 
kept using it. This Kotohara Ririsu was one of them. 

"But it sounds cool. Peacemaker." 

"Shut up, Names of the Meats." 

"Guah." 

Names of the Meats was Kotohara's nickname in her first year. I hadn't 
known Kotohara back then, but I’d heard it was a bad memory for her, so it 


was one of my trump cards for times like this. By the way, the origin of the 
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name was, of course, not a parody of The Name of the Rose (Which, 
incidentally, I hadn't read. If you haven't finished this book by your third 
year of high school, that means you probably won't ever hear of it for the 
rest of your life, which, despite being outside of my control, made me feel a 
bit lonely. Namaste.) When the whole class went to eat yakiniku to celebrate 
the cultural festival, she was strangely knowledgeable about the names of 
the meats; it had that kind of banal explanation. Beef reticulum - second 
stomach. Skirt steak - diaphragm. Galbi - meat of the ribs. Hanger steak - 
lungs. Like that. The person in question hated it quite a bit, but I found 
Names of the Meats to be a very cool title to have, how is it in reality? But 
when I said that, Kotohara said "Then I will bestow it to you." I laughed. I'd 
take death before that. 

"Okay, okay, I got it..... Hitsuuchi-sama." 

Having said that, Kotohara lined up besides me. Hitsuuchi-sama was the 
standard nickname that people had used to call me for a long time. It was 
not because I was being spoken of with respect. My name is Hitsuuchi 
Samatoki, Hitsuuchi-sama. In other words, sarcasm coming from my 
classmates towards me, who didn't have many friends aside from the books 
I cherished. It could’ve counted as bullying. I’d thought I was living an 
ordinary school life, but perhaps I was actually hated by others. 

"Hey, Hitsuuchi-sama. Have you done the translation for the English 
class we have in the second period? If possible, I'd like that to be taken care 
of." 

Kotohara asked, peeking at me after getting a little bit ahead of me. So 
she’d cut right to the point. Then, though it was earlier than planned, I had 
to cut to the point too. 

"Hey, hey, hey. Let me see. I'm not saying I want it for free. How about 
giving you some rolled omelette in exchange? Yesterday I was playing 
games and had no free time, an all nighter playing games. Look at these 


circles under my eyes. Everything I see is turning yellow." 
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"That's the wrong use of that expression. Game, huh...... I don't really 
get it. It's not really my speciality. Well, I used to think that SFX was an 
abbreviation for game software, so there's nothing I can say. Rather, 
Kotohara, I've said it so many times that I feel it's useless, but even if you 
don't review the lessons, at least prepare for them. Even though the 
midterm is over, we’re still test-takers, you know? Kotohara, aren't your 
math grades higher than mine? People that can do math should be able to 
do basically anything. The people I hate the most are those who could do it 
if they tried, and yet don't." 

"Aah. You say such depressing things so calmly." 

"At the very least, do your homework." 

"Jumping from the top of the building would be better than doing it." 

"No, if you’re at the point that you’d rather jump from top of the 
building, just do your homework." 

"If I jump from the building, I might survive, but if I do something like 
homework, I’d definitely die. Are you telling my soul to go die? Uwah, 
amazing, I said something cool. Haah, well, in the first place, studies don't 
really mean anything in society." 

"Don't say the same thing as stupid high school students. Do you 
understand it's like saying that running doesn't matter to a swimmer?" 

"It's cheating to try confusing the opponent with metaphors. Just let me 
say what comes directly to my head." 

"T see. Well, it's probably right. So, about that English translation. I have 
a little bit of a request, Names of the Meats." 

"Seriously, stop with that name." 

"Okay. Then, Kotohara. I was thinking of distancing myself from you." 

"What?" 

She had an expression on her face that could only be interpreted as 
"What are you saying?" Of course, if you said that to a classmate who wasn't 


even your girlfriend or lover, anyone would’ve been surprised. 
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"Of course, I'll let you see that English translation and I’ll lend you my 
math notes anytime, but it'd be a bit bad if you talked to me in public or 
went to eat with me. It can be for just a little while, but can you do it?" 

'" .....What's that? Are you saying that seriously?" 

"Rather than serious...... Umm, you see." 

I was feeling a bit pressured by Kotohara's aura. She was quite mad. 
Moreover, silently mad. For a second, I thought about retracting my words 
and playing it off as a joke, but I remembered Yorutsuki’s troubled words 
from yesterday and managed to hold on. 

"Err, you see, SO, you can act as usual when people can't see us, just, for 
example, in places like here, from now on...... 

"Ts this a breakup? A divorce? Is that what it is?" 

"No, you got it wrong. The English translation is........ 

"T don't care about that!" 

I was screamed at. 

"Are you an idiot!? Just do whatever you want!" 

Without being given the time to say anything back, I was once again 
screamed at, and then Kotohara rushed up the stairs. Despite being part of 
the go-home club, I wondered if she’d trained on her own; without slowing 
her pace down for even an instant, she disappeared from my field of view. 
Umm, I’d ended up making her mad. I was concerned about how it would 
go down, thinking of Kotohara’s personality, and that hunch turned out to 
hit right in the bullseye. It couldn't be helped; I made the best choice 
available. I could only say that it was a shame I couldn't get the best result, 
but that was just one result. For me, who couldn't see my own destiny, I had 
no other choice than to carefully make the best decision at my disposal at 
any given time. Since I’d continued to do that without failing, the current 
situation should’ve been the best for me. Anyway, now my promise with 
Yorutsuki had been fulfilled. Let's be content with that. My objective had 
been achieved. After climbing the stairs at my own pace, I’d reached class 
3-2’s classroom. My chair and desk layed on the ground. Assuming that an 
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extremely local earthquake hadn't happened, it’d been kicked to the floor 
by someone. I didn't even have to think of who the culprit could have been. 
Searching for the culprit, I looked around the classroom. It seemed she’d 
already fled. She was really quick at running away. 

"What did you doe" 

Hakohiko, who was returning my desk to its place and putting my 
textbooks back inside it, called out to me when he saw my pitiful 
appearance. 

"That Ririsu, she kicked it at an amazing angle. With an angle like, Rider 
Kick, and baam." 

"Yeah. I pushed her down in the hallway. I really thought that woman 
was all over me." 

"Impossible." 

"Which one? That I pushed down Kotohara? Or that Kotohara is in love 
with mee" 

"Her falling for you." 

"Bastard." 

"Just joking. Don’t believe you pushed her down." 

"Right, right." 

"Samatoki doesn't have the guts." 

"Body blow." 

I landed a punch in Hakohiko's abdomen. "Guh," Hakohiko feigned a 
groan. Of course, it was just a joke, but even if I were to try and hit him for 
real, Hakohiko had a six-pack. He probably wouldn't even budge. 
Mukaezuki Hakohiko, the president of this class, as well as the kendo club; 
an extremely busy man. He seemed like the sports-oriented type with his 
fairly large build and his short hair. Even if he could be intimidating, no one 
would’ve felt any fear seeing him. In other words, he was a nice guy. By the 
way, it looked like the other classmates thought that Hakohiko and I were 
friends, but, while that is correct, it wasn’t entirely accurate. Hakohiko was 
friendly and kind towards anyone, so, in truth, he was the only one that 
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stood out as someone I was close to. In that sense, I was really grateful 
towards him, so grateful you could say he was irreplaceable, an important 
friend. As I’d explained last night to Yorutsuki. Kotohara and I basically only 
knew each other through Hakohiko. When I’d said "I'm not really friends 


with Kotohara," it wasn’t just a lie to fool Yorutsuki. There wasn't any 
problem with Kotohara's personality; it was just because I had a rule of not 
using the word "friend" when referring to anyone I hadn't been close to for 
a full year. In that respect, Hakohiko and Kotohara were perfect friends. I’d 
heard their relationship went all the way back to kindergarten and that 
they’d been childhood friends ever since. If you’re talking about friends, 
those two really were true friends. Now, how should I have explained the 
current situation to Hakohiko. 

"Ah. Is it perhaps related to your sister?" 

"Not at all, not in a million chances, you being this wrong makes me 
jump out of my skin. In your previous life you must have been a penguin 
that mistook the North and South pole, a hippopotamus that jumped off of 
a cliff believing he had wings." 

"Man..." 

Hakohiko sounded exasperated. 

"Don't you think you should finally take some distance from your 
sister?" 

"Siscon." 

"Don't say siscon as if it’s a bad thing. In the first place, why do you 
immediately connect being kind to my sister to being a siscon? Hakohiko, 
you know, that's the same as calling someone who raised funds for the 
UNICEF a lolicon." 

Coat What was it again? In your first year, you were about to get a 
girlfriend, but immediately broke it off. Hamasaki Umiko. That was for your 
sister too, right? If I remember correctly." 
seas That was... we just didn't got along that well." 
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"Just spoiling is affection? I consider you a friend, so I’ll give you a 
warning, but at this rate, you’ll walk a really dangerous life." 

Good grief. As expected of someone doing kendo, his instincts were 
sharp. It was said that a kendoist’s instinct far surpassed a woman's, and it 
seemed that was true. It was easy not having to explain the intricate 
circumstances (not really), but I didn't want any pushy lectures. 

Silent. Rather than playing the ignore card, Hakohiko looked as if dealing 
with a child, ''Can't be helped." and sighed. 

"Ririsu was seriously mad. It seemed like she didn't know about your 
sister." 

"If possible, don't tell her. I don't want any more disputes." 

"T don't mind. Wait, is it really fine?" 

"Once her anger calms down, I'll properly apologize. Recently, my little 
sister has been emotionally unstable." 

"Ts there any reason?" 

"Who knows.... maybe. I'm careful to not interfere too much." 

Hakohiko laughed. His smile was somehow refreshing, I didn't dislike it. 
By the way, I kind of hated my smile. It was somewhat creepy and felt like 
a death smile. Though that wouldn't be the case if I was ever laughing 
naturally. The first chime rang, so Hakohiko returned to his seat. The 
instant before the last chime, Kotohara returned to the classroom by the 
front door, sat without even glancing towards me and started chatting with 
a nearby classmate. Laughing foolishly, as if the quarrel with me hadn’t 
even happened. Surprisingly, she may have been satisfied with just 
knocking over my desk. Then it would’ve been fine. After a while, our 
homeroom teacher Ikezaki-sensei came for roll call. Today and tomorrow, 
the cultural staff would have a meeting about the cultural festival that we’d 
be having in two months, so after school, we had to gather in the second 
meeting room of the center building. That reminded me, Yorutsuki was on 
the cultural staff. Then, Ikezaki-sensei left and the history teacher in charge 
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of the first period came in. Since I’d finished reading the history textbook 
three days after I received it, I didn't need to be too invested in the lesson. 
With that in mind, I hid the book Yorutsuki lent me yesterday (the one about 
demonic killers) inside my textbook and began reading. At Outouin 
Academy, it wasn't an offense to read in class. So long as you had high 
grades and didn't bother anyone, nobody would complain. Neither the 
teacher nor the students. You could say it was a good environment, but you 
might argue against it too. Now, about this book, as I’d thought, it was about 
a lot of people getting killed as easily as adding and subtracting, to the point 
that it felt pleasant. In that respect, it seemed like it was the same for 
veterans and young authors alike. Well, of course, the young ones grew up 
reading the works of the veterans. Also, be it addition or subtraction, it was 
a detective novel, so it couldn't begin without anyone dying. But, hold on. 
Perhaps this wasn't exclusive to detective novels. Thinking about it, it 
wasn’t like detective authors especially lacked a world view. This wasn't a 
problem of world view. If you turned on the TV, it was a repository of 
violence and death. Even manga, videos and films were the same. It was 
commonly thought that it was the influence of comics, anime or games 
when a kid committed a crime, and that was probably largely correct. Like 
in my case, when a kid did something, it was mostly because of comics, 
anime and games, but wasn't that essentially also the case for adults? With 
the influence of TV, newspapers and music, everyone loved violence. You 
could say it was the lack of influence of morals. In other words, a paradox. 
Because they liked violence, they leaned towards it; that logic was the same 
as the famous ‘love for love’s sake’. The fact that computers and networking 
techniques had been developed this far was mainly because war and lust 
were common sense at this point. Love and violence. I guess those were the 
two most fundamental desires of a human being. 'This world contains 
violent scenes and grotesque expressions’ is it? Well, I didn't mind if it was 
like that, though. 
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A turn-off for me was that the book came with an afterword, and it had 
a strangely friendly tone. The content was decent, but I felt let down. The 
author that depicted the violent and bloody scenes of demonic killers spent 
two pages talking about the chameleon he’d recently started to keep. Really, 
Leon-chan is so cute, his color really changes for real, what a surprise. 
Thinking that it may have been of a caliber so high that a kid like me 
couldn't comprehend it, I couldn’t really say much, but honestly, I thought 
it was stupid. Perhaps, in the end, it was like the culprit breaking down in 
tears or the detective starting a lesson about morals, it served as some sort 
of justification. ‘I'm writing something like that, but in reality, I'm just a 
nice guy’. Shut up. I don't care about your personality. At the point where 
you become a public figure, just throw away your personality. The writer is 
just another peripheral for the computer. Also, calling your chameleon Leon 
should be forbidden. Sigh, and he even impertinently apologized to the 
editor for being a greenhorn. Just thank the person directly, do you want to 
emphasize that you’re polite? Or maybe you want to tell everyone that you 
worked with a bigshot? What are you, some college student who adds 
references he didn't even read at the end of his reports? It's pathetic to frolic 
about like that. Good grief, this annoyed me, it really did, thanks. Just 
joking, the detective part was interesting, thanks for the meal. I'll praise 
you. I returned the book to my desk and returned my eyes to the textbook. 
The lesson had advanced to the next page before I knew it. I flipped over to 
it. There was a scribble written on there. 

Come see me during lunch break. 

Beautiful writing. Of course, even if the writing was beautiful, a scribble 
was still a scribble. I didn't even have to think about it; it was surely 
Byouinzaka's doing. She probably wrote it first thing in the morning on the 
textbook because it was lying on my desk when no one was there. If she 
wanted to transmit a message, she could have just inserted a letter. And, in 
this day and age, there was something known as a cellphone that even 
Doraemon would be shocked to know existed, she could have just used that. 
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But that kind of logic didn't work on Byouinzaka. In class, while you were 
nonchalantly flipping through the pages of your textbook, a message 
appeared. She surely wanted to stage something like that. Until now, this 
kind of thing had happened a few times, and it wasn’t like I cherished the 
textbooks enough to get irritated, but I needed to give her a warning or I 
was worried Byouinzaka would get cocky and do something terrible one of 
these days. Thinking about that, it may have been better to ignore the 
invitation. But I’d just fought with Kotohara, so I was feeling a little down. 
Getting swung around by her actions and filtering her messy and disordered 
thoughts may not have been so bad. What should I do? 

1. Go see Byouinzaka. 

2. Ignore her. 

I felt that it didn't really matter which option I chose. I didn't feel like it 
was necessary to worry or to think about it too much, but there was no need 
to decide immediately either. Let's think leisurely until lunch break, using 


the utmost of my abilities to choose the best possible solution. 


I went with the first option. 

I left the classroom and passed the hatch towards the middle building. 
In the furthest place of the first floor was Outouin Academy's nurse’s office, 
consisting of one full-time doctor and five beds. However, among the beds, 
the one in the middle was always occupied — by Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 
Class 3-7, student #24, Byouinzaka Kuroneko. Despite this name being as 
ill-omened as battle-worn demon, it was her real name. My pet theory was 
that people with weird names are even weirder themselves. Byouinzaka was 
no exception to that rule. And, wearing a jersey without an ounce of sex 
appeal, Byouinzaka, who’d been reading a book while sitting on the bed, 
noticed me when I entered the room. "Yaoh yaoh!", she raised both her 


hands towards me. At that instant, I couldn't quite read its title, but she 
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threw the book to the side and it fell off the bed. This girl, she was the type 
to not have any friends. 

"T am happy that you came, Samatoki-kun! Fufu, even if I told you that, 
from the first period all the way to this point, I was waiting for your visit, 
you wouldn't believe me, would you? That is a shame. I had some 
expectations for our friendship, so I thought that you would come during 
the break before noon, but I must admit I was off mark. But I don't intend 
to blame you for that, so be at ease." 

"As usual, you talk a lot." 

I sat on the folding chair next to her bed. The school doctor, Kouda- 
sensei, was rarely at school. It was not that she wasn't taking it seriously, 
but rather, she was way too zealous and always doing work somewhere else. 
In that sense, this room was closer to Kouda-sensei's office than an 
infirmary. As for what happened to the students coming here that were 
injured or feeling unwell, they were treated by the permanent resident of 
this room, Byouinzaka. As for why Byouinzaka was residing here, she had 
previously been a student not attending school, and was now following the 
lessons from the infirmary. This was her school. Even the book she’d just 
thrown; looking closely, it was a physics textbook. In that case, I didn't care 
at all if she threw it. 

"So, what's your business?" 

"Oi oi, why must you get directly to the point? You won't even give me 
any time to remark on our lengthy lack of contact? It makes me feel lonely. 
It seems you have some important business to take care of after this. Would 
you mind telling me about it? No matter what, I can't imagine that the next 
math lesson is much of a reason for you to fret." 

"Not really — there's just a book I want to read." 

"IT am assuming that the discord between you and Kotohara-san is the 
primary cause of your current irritation. So, how is my deduction? Did I hit 
the bullseye?" 


Dae As usual, you really have some hellish ears." 
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Asking how she learned that wouldn't have led to anything. According to 
Byouinzaka, the infirmary was the second-best place to gather information 
in the academy, right after the staff room. It wasn’t like I didn't understand, 
but Byouinzaka probably hadn’t chosen the infirmary for that reason, so 
there was no need to boast about it. 

"Anyway, your sister is the cause again, right? Samatoki-kun. My brain 
cells came to the conclusion that your siscon act is somewhat abnormal, but 
what do you think? I love perverts, so I wouldn't be negatively biased 
against you, but sadly, the normal folk lacking in comprehension and 
imagination don't think the same. From those people's perspective, 
Samatoki-kun, you are a siscon monomaniac, undoubtedly a Peacemaker. 
Isn't Mukaezuki-kun kindly worried about you regarding that aspect? Oh 
my, from that expression, it seems like you’ve been told something to that 
effect this morning. Hmm, I’ve thought this for a long time, but 
Mukaezuki-kun really is a miraculously virtuous man. To even pay mind to 
a pervert like you, what an admirable feat of affection. Don't you think you 
should show more gratitude towards him?" 

"Are you my conscience or my alter ego? Leave me alone, it's none of 
your business" 

"But in your case, if no one meddles with you, you will die, will you not? 
For the time being, I don't want you dying. Neither metaphysically nor 
physically. It may be a selfish and unneeded bother to you, but I consider 
Samatoki-kun one of my few friends." 

"This morning, Hakohiko said something similar." 

"Oh my, that is an honor. I wonder if that means I have a heart one 
hundred-thousandth as human as his? If so, I guess I could stand to be more 
proud of myself than I’d thought. But I digress; do you intend to reconcile 
with Kotohara-sane" 

"T do. Just, I need to wait a bit." 


I answered curtly. 
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"Byouinzaka. Did you go out of your way to scribble on a textbook more 
important than my life just to call me out to the infirmary and give me that 
warning?" 

"Is your head just a seedbed for growing hair? If not, then you should try 
thinking a bit more logically. I left that message on your textbook this 
morning when no one was yet here, you know? At the time, you and 
Kotohara-san had yet to quarrel. Or perhaps you think I have a gift for 


precognition?" 


Right. Byouinzaka didn't go to places with a lot of people. If she’d 
scribbled something on my textbook, it must have been when there was still 
no one at school. I thought I’d properly considered that option. It seems my 
clash with Kotohara had caused me some confusion. 

"T heard about Kotohara-san after that. Of course, the moment I learned 
of it, my heart danced with joy due to having one more thing to tease you 
about. But I’ve called you here for another reason." 

"Hmm. What is it?" 

"Before that, I want to hear something from you. You know, the details 
of your fight with Kotohara-san. The only possible cause for a quarrel 
between you and someone else is your sister, so, in my eyes, that deduction 
is without fault, but my meager thinking abilities cannot fill in the pieces 
down to the minutest detail. If you, like me, possess at least one hundred 
thousandth of Mukaezuki-kun's sympathy, would you be willing to extend 
a helping hand towards me?" 
ere I don't mind." 

I told Byouinzaka about yesterday's exchange with Yorutsuki, excluding 
my irrelevant emotions. Byouinzaka listened to my story with deep interest 
while grinning. Since she was normally quite talkative, it took me a while 
to notice, but Byouinzaka Kuroneko, on top of being a good speaker, was 
also a good listener. After I’d finished, Byouinzaka abruptly let out a loud 
laughter: "Hahahahahahahahahahaha!" 
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"That is exceedingly amusing, my stomach is twisting. At this rate, I 
don't know when I will become the target of your sister's jealousy myself. 
You are quite a pervert, but your sister does not pale in comparison either. 
She is the ultimate brocon. All the while making that docile face that 
wouldn't even kill a bug, would you normally say that?" 

"Hey. I won't tolerate any bad mouthing directed at Yorutsuki." 

"Aah, that was rude. I will apologize. After all, I do not want to be hated 
by you. It seems you are under a misunderstanding, so I have to vindicate 
myself like this, but there is no one in this world who, on a daily basis, puts 
in more effort to be loved by you than me, you know? Someday, I would like 
to count how many Tokyo Domes’ worth of words I keep to myself so as to 
not hurt your feelings, but that would take a colossal amount of time. At the 
very least, it would take more than summer break." 

"T don't mind. At this point, I understand that it's useless to say anything 
to you. Because I'm able to learn." 

I tried to sigh theatrically. Keeping up a bold front wouldn’t have meant 
anything against Byouinzaka. 

"So? About the reason you called me." 

"Aah. yes. This is a shocking coincidence, but the next topic I was about 
to bring up was precisely this one. Hearing this information, you might feel 
so thankful that you would end up wanting to kiss my feet, but I will decline 
in advance as it is not necessary. I wouldn't want to gain your sister's hatred 
by having this kind of relationship, and even disregarding that, I just want 
to form a pure friendship between man and woman with you." 

"If lunch break was infinite, I wouldn't mind going along your 
roundabout and grandiose hints. Do you intend to reenact Depravement 
Inside the Box®? Byouinzaka, as you said, the next math lesson is not a big 
concern for me, but it's not like it's my speciality either, and more than 


anything, even if it's not a concern or my speciality, math is a subject I like. 


> OHO : A mystery novel, no localized title so I did it myself. 
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If you would allow it, I would like to return to the classroom and prepare for 
my lesson." 

"My bad. I can only preserve my ego by talking that way. Even then, for 
your sake, I will force myself and make an effort to accelerate this 
conversation towards its conclusion. Needless to say, that will require your 
cooperation, so I will have you deduce some parts of what I want to say. 
Why, you and I are a good combination, perhaps even the best; we are faster 
in a three-legged race than alone, are we not?." 

"Soe" 

"Don't you find it mysterious? Or maybe the nerves in your head are laid 
out in such a way that makes you unconditionally believe anything your 
sister says?" 

That wasn't an abrupt change of subject, was it? However, I didn't 
understand what Byouinzaka was trying to say. Which truth was she 
pointing toe Was it the fact that I distanced myself from Kotohara, as 
Yorutsuki asked me to? No, I felt the nuance was still a bit off. 
abies I don't really get it, but are you saying that Yorutsuki lied to me?" 

"It is not far enough from the truth to call it a lie. Though the trajectory 
was a risky one in the lower corner. So depending on the umpire it could be 
a ball. Look, please try to think about it. For what reason would a second 
year like her come to the third years' eastern building? Even when moving 
classes, there is no classroom for her to move to here, is there? The 


classroom changes are limited to the central buildings." 


I see. I hadn't noticed at all until she said it, but that was certainly 
unnatural. It was so careless that I couldn't complain about Byouinzaka 
making fun of me. Even if I'd only moved to the third years' building 
recently, it was something that I should have realized sooner. Actually, even 


someone who only ever went to the infirmary easily deduced it. 
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"Then are you saying that Yorutsuki expressly came to the third years' 
building to see how I was doing?" 

"No, it is not that either. Based on your words, she, with her introverted 
and timid or, to put it more crudely, cowardly personality, would not come 
visit the third years' building alone. Then, I do not even have to state the 


conclusion, do I? She heard from someone's gossip." 


Given Yorutsuki's personality, if she’d heard something like that from 
someone else, she would’ve been afraid of causing trouble for the person 
who shared the information and said she saw it directly. Thinking about it, 
Yorutsuki certainly gave off that impression. No matter what, it was too 
unnatural; Yorutsuki should not have been that worried about my relation 
to Kotohara, who was more than a friend of a friend but less than a friend. If 
we hypothesized that it was transmitted in a dramatized way, then I could 
accept it. Now, that raised the question of just who the supplier of this 
information was. Judging from the position, it was either a third-year or 
another second-year...... a first year would be unlikely, and I couldn’t ignore 
the probability of it being a teacher. If I kept doubting, there would be no 
end to it, and I'd have no way to get an answer. 

"No matter who they are, they did something really unnecessary. Really, 
an extreme bother." 

"Ts that really so?" 

"It is. What irritates me the most when people talk about me somewhere 
I don't know. No, in this case, my feelings don’t matter. It's Yorutsuki, 
Yorutsuki. She’s exceedingly dependent on others. It’s always been the case. 
She’s afraid of me being taken away by someone else." 

"I would suggest that, if that actually was always the case, you should 
have prepared some countermeasure, but since there are less than five 
minutes left of lunch break, I will leave that advice for another occasion. 
You probably did what you could with this intention. That being said, I'm 
thirsty. Isn't the air pretty dry? There is a tool known as a pot for preparing 

41 


tea located there, but you must not succumb to the temptation. Even though 
Kouda-sensei is as kind as Mukaezuki-kun, how should I say it? She is strict 
about this kind of thing. The other day, I borrowed some cake and got hit. 
Naturally, with her palm. The fact that she is merciless even with special 
students like me gives me a good impression, but it doesn't work with the 
modern school spirit. I think her being from a famous university hospital 
makes her act like that, but nevertheless, her personality is somewhat 
worrying." 

"Though, I think your personality is more worrying." 

"What? Come again?" 

"Though, I think your personality is more worrying." 

"T am really glad! Samatoki is concerned about me right now. There is 
nothing more heartening than that — I even feel like boarding a crowded 
train during rush hour isn't impossible! ......... Though I won't do it." 

"So, is that your business? To sum it up, someone is instilling some 
weird things to Yorutsuki.......... 

"That is so close to the truth that I cannot interfere any further. As 
expected from Samatoki, the man I found so promising. But the story is a 
bit more concrete than that. I know who the person behind that is." 

poo 1 hears eu 

"Class 2-7, Kazusawa Rokunin. That's the culprit." 

When she said that name, Byouinzaka faintly smiled, as if enjoying my 
reaction. Kazusawa Rokunin. Never heard of them. But from the name, I 
could deduce that they were a man, no doubt about it. Also, speaking of class 
2-7, it was the same as Yorutsuki. Somewhere inside me, my danger signals 
went off. 

"Unfortunately, I have no real deduction to reveal concerning that. It is 
simply information that came to me while I was sleeping on this bed. That 
there was someone meddling with your little sister, Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki, for 
a while. That they made their way to the third years' building without much 
of a reason a few times. Although that may have been related to club 
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activities. However, not that I really care, myself, but there probably isn't 
any other group out there where rumors spread quicker than between high 
schoolers. I can hear most of them by just laying here. I have no concrete 
proof, but I can't imagine there could be someone else saying such things, 
so I conclude that the culprit must be Kazusawa Rokunin." 

"But why—" 

"Promise me this will be the last of your foolish questions. It is obviously 
because your sister is all over you. And, unlike you cleverly and cunningly 
hiding it, her brocon is already obvious for her peers. Did you not know? 
Actually, did you think that was not the case? After all, your sister's favorite 
word is 'Onii-chan'. Now, it is a shame, but the information I can provide 
you as proof of our friendship runs out here. It is pitiful that I can only give 
you this much, but it should be enough to balance out me scribbling on your 
textbook, right? To be honest, above and beyond all else, that was what 
hopelessly weighed on my mind." 

"Yeah..... It's enough." 

Well then, said Byouinzaka, smiling happily while narrowing her eyes. 

"Mukaezuki-kun should be more knowledgeable about Kazusawa than I 
am, so try asking him. He will surely cooperate." 

"|... Hakohiko? Why is that?" 

"Because Kazusawa-kun is a member of the kendo club. That is what I 
meant earlier by club activities. Mukaezuki-kun is the president of that club, 
isn't he? Please avoid reckless acts like barging into class 2-7’s classroom. 
One of the reasons why I am giving you this information beforehand is to 
prevent that kind of rash behavior, you know? Because I thought that you 
could stay calm if you heard it from me. I could have left it to the rumors, 
but my weak heart could not handle the anxiety of the facts being distorted 
any more than necessary. Making a demand like 'absolutely' would be going 
too far for me, so I will not do it, but try as much as possible to not go 


overboard. That is my lifelong request, so be aware of that." 
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It seemed that both Mukaezuki Hakohiko and Kotohara Ririsu had been 
practicing kendo since elementary school. Kotohara was a first dan and 
Hakohiko a second dan. But apparently, Kotohara completely stopped 
practicing kendo after retiring from her club in middle school. This was how 
she explained her actions. 

"When I first became a third year, there was something I just couldn't 
accept. Basically, the treatment of the boys' kendo club and the girls' kendo 
club was completely different. The boys' kendo club was heavily favored. 
No, maybe that wasn't really the case, but I definitely thought so at the time. 
So, when I finally couldn't handle it anymore and directly protested, the 
kendo teacher said this to me: 'The world of sports, and especially martial 
arts, is full of prejudice and judgment. If you cannot handle being 
discriminated, then don't take a step outside of your house.'" 

"What a teacher." 

It's not like I couldn't understand where he was coming from, but I was 
still amazed. I was under the impression that kendo was a discipline under 
pretty severe supervision among sports, but it seemed I was not only wrong 
but pretty far off. 

"No, of course, I had my faults too. Anyway, I was at an age where I felt 
a need to complain about all sorts of things..... Especially about school, 
teachers, and this kind of establishment. 'I won't take any lessons from the 
elderly! Your story is boring, hear my opinion!' things like that. No, really, 
reaaally, that was a fault of my youth. In reality, I just wanted the teacher 
to praise me." 

"A dissident phase, huh. I get it, I get it, everyone goes through that in 
their youth. I also said similar lines during middle school, though it wasn’t 
to my teachers, but my upperclassmen. No, really, they acted like self- 
important seniors for every little thing all the time. All just to distract us 
underclassmen from the fact that they, too, were bullied when they were in 
their first year, for sure. Overthinking things too much makes them foolish 
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instead. In that sense, the basketball club was much more frank, but in the 
end, it’s still just a sport. 'Can't you brag about your past after you retire? 
Your era is over. It's the time for clever monsters to go home, seniors.', like 


that. I think I was beaten up with basketball shoes after that. How young I 


"T wasn't that horrible....... I really don't want you to lump us together. I 
seriously get the seniors who beat you up. I don't think that's youth’s 
fault...... Also, for you, it wasn’t really 'In truth, I just wanted to get praised' 
at all, righte" 

"Well yeah. A lot happened, but those seniors settled it really lamely. If 
only they would have settled it like military troops would, but instead they 
chose to wait and see, like in a salon. It was really terrible. And it wasn't 
somewhere as elegant as this academy. So, that’s why Kotohara stopped 
practicing kendo.." 

"No, that wasn't the only reason. In the first place, the gear for kendo, 
the mask, the plastron, the gauntlets, the waist, they’re all gross, grating 
and grody." 

"The 3 Gs, huh." 

"Right. It being gross was quite a big factor. —also, I always had the 
same ones as him, so my swing ended up being a copy of Hakohiko's. It 
couldn't be helped, since we'd been doing kendo together for a long time, 
but that was what I hated the most. I didn't want to admit that I was just an 
inferior copy. Though that was just my impression." 

"Hmm. But since you’re childhood friends that grew up in the same 
environment, I think that's to be expected. Because people are beings 
influenced more by their environment than their talents. So the rest is a 
problem of physique..... Aah, and there we swing back to that teacher's 
words again. But isn't the fact that females have less strength than males 
something we can't do anything about?" 


"T can't just accept it like that." 
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"T bet. But I don't think that teacher said it maliciously. At the very least, 
he didn't want Kotohara to stop kendo. Since females have better reflexes 
and such, didn't he just want you to change your style?" 

"But I get it, even I get that. Now I do. But, at that point, changing the 
style you’d always had, I think that's even more painful than being a carbon 
copy." 

"Well said." 

"From time to time, even I can say good things." 

Anyhow, Kotohara had stopped practicing kendo while Hakohiko 
continued. He, known as Hakohiko the Mukaezuki®, happened to be quite 
famous in a part of the highschool kendo world. Kotohara was in the go- 
home club, studying and playing around at her will. Well, how should I put 
it? She was reduced to the textbook example of a high schooler with power 
but no objective. If dogmatism, prejudice, and discrimination could create a 
victim such as Kotohara, then they could also create a model student like 
Hakohiko. Even the bullied Yorutsuki; there was a real probability that she 
could have become popular. Anything can become the reason for anything. 
That goes for motives, objectives and all sorts of things, so it’s meaningless 
to discuss them. 

Math was the fifth period. I jotted down the long equation that 
Mokusaka-sensei wrote on the blackboard. While listening to the teacher 
explain that equation, I stared at Hakohiko. He was sleeping. It seemed like 
he was tired from several days of club activities in a row, so it was natural 
to become sleepy at noon. Next, I looked at Kotohara. Our gazes met. 
Kotohara looked surprised as she opened her eyes big, but she immediately 
turned back towards her textbook. To be precise, towards the manga 
sandwiched inside her textbook. At math, Kotohara was a woman capable 
of scoring a solid ninety without preparing or reviewing, so lessons were 


reading time for her. Since she was three seats ahead of me, I couldn't figure 


° Same reading as his name but one kanji is different, it refers to a kendo move. 
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out which manga it was. I couldn't figure it out, but if it was yesterday's 
sequel, then it should have been the second volume of HIGHSCORE. I was 
planning on borrowing all at once after she finished reading it, but seeing 
the speed with which Kotohara averted her eyes from me, she was definitely 
still mad. It seemed that kicking my desk wasn't enough to cool off her 
anger. Though, that was obvious. At this rate, I should’ve also given up on 
the Nishioka Kyoudai that I’d lent her last week. That said, I couldn't really 
bring it up when she gave it back to me. Mm? Did our eyes meeting mean 
that Kotohara had been looking at me from the start? I didn't know. Maybe 
she randomly looked back. The timing for a meeting of gazes was just that 
simple. 

The fifth period having concluded, I’d thought about going there myself, 
but while I was putting away the textbooks and notebooks on my desk, 
Hakohiko approached me. 

"Hitsuuchi, where’d you go during lunch break? I was thinking about 
eating together with you." 

"Um? I thought I couldn't do that since I fought with Kotohara. So I ate 
during the fourth period." 

"It's because you fought that lunch should have been the time for 
reconciliation...... I swear, all you kids are so thick. Then, were you at 
Byouinzaka's place again?" 

"Yeah, kinda." 

When I nodded, Hakohiko made a vaguely complicated expression. 

"T don't really intend to meddle in your relationships, but I think you 
shouldn't get too close to someone like that. It feels like I'm saying the same 
thing over and over, but Byouinzaka, that girl, she's bad news." 

"How cruel. Are you really talking about my best friend like that? That's 
a rough way of seeing things. Even if she only goes to the infirmary." 

I purposely answered jokingly, but Hakohiko's complicated expression 
didn't budge a bit. 

"Not that..... Like, she’s dangerous." 
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"T already know that." 

Byouinzaka was, like Hakohiko and Kotohara, a student of the academy 
from before entering high school, so regardless of whether they’d know 
each other for long, they must have at least heard rumors. And, concerning 
Byouinzaka Kuroneko, there were no rumors that made you feel good after 
listening. After all, ever since elementary school, for more than ten years, 
she had been a hardcore infirmary only student. Her grades were the top of 
the year, and if she hadn't been the most talented student in Outouin 
Academy’s history, she would surely have been expelled long ago. That 
position easily attracted everyone's curiosity, students and teachers alike. 

"But I think it's bad to say things based only on speculation, you know? 
If you talk to her, though she might be eccentric, she also has some good 
features." 

"Speculation, huh...... That may be true." 

Hakohiko said, as if he couldn’t really accept it. It seemed hard for him 
to talk about it. As if he had something to say but couldn't. It was rare for 
this broadminded man. But now wasn't the time to get excited talking about 
Byouinzaka. I only had a ten minute break until the sixth period. 

"Hey, Hakohiko. More importantly, I have something I want to ask you. 
Do you minde" 

"Um? What is it?" 

"You’re the president of the kendo club, right? I want to know about 
Kazusawa Rokunin from second year." 

"Kazusawa.......°" 

Hakohiko furrowed his eyebrows dubiously. 

"What about Kazusawa?" 


"T just want to know." 


Hakohiko still didn't seem convinced, but maybe he thought it wasn't 
anything worth thinking further about. He put his hand on his chin, and 
then continued, carefully choosing his words. 
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"To be honest, he’s not really a good guy." 

"Hmm. I don't really like that expression." 

"He’s one of our regulars. Rather, one of our main forces, I should say. 
His role is vanguard, and he has good results in individual matches. I once 
heard that those from other schools call him Randoming Rumble." 

"Randoming Rumble (Unpredictable).......Huh. It's pretty exaggerated for a 
high schooler's nickname." 

"Yeah, If you translate it directly, it means Chaos Number. It's like, 
Kazusawa's strike is really hard to predict. You can't see his next move, I 
guess. That's actually not good. Essentially, it means that his bladework is 
twisted. In high school kendo, you basically either take a middle or upper 
stance, but Kazusawa takes a sword fighting stance. Even that on its own 
makes it hard to deal with, but his footwork is also insanely good. That's 
probably an innate talent. Rather than good, maybe out of place is more 
accurate. Do you understand tsugi-ashi’?" 

"T don't know any specialized terms, I don't get it even if you tell me 
which stance he has. I’ve never even touched a bamboo sword, you know? 
In the end, who’s stronger, between him and you?" 

"That's, well. If you ask who’s stronger, it's me." 

"How confident, Hakohiko the Mukaezuki-san." 

"Please stop with that......" 

It seemed that Mukaezuki was one of the banned moves in kendo. I didn't 
know what kind of technique it was, but since that nickname was pretty 
common, it ended up sticking to Hakohiko, which made him unnecessarily 
scary to his opponents. My condolences. However, be it my Peacemaker or 
Kotohara's Names of the Meats, it seemed that the people around me weren't 
blessed with very good nicknames. I wished we had smart names like 
Randoming Rumble. The world wasn't fair. 


"How is he as a person?" 


7 A kendo move. If you're interested : https://youtu.be/usq_e2Fgp1o 
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"Kendo is a means to cultivate your mind, but he’s a living example that 
there are also cases where that doesn't work. He skips cleaning, slacks off 
during practice, doesn't come to morning practice, the picture of a slacker. 
Despite that, he behaves like a senior to the new members who joined this 
April. And finally, he meddles with the female members. Well, it's not only 
with the club, that's his disposition in every aspect of his everyday life. He's 
also pretty rash. Looks like he plays around a lot. A rare type in this 
academy. No, in a sense, it might be fitting. He is certainly...... doing well in 
both school and sports. He can exercise and he’s smart. But he has nothing 


to be praised for, character-wise. I honestly don’t know what to do with 


The situation seemed to be more dangerous than I’d thought. I somehow 
understood why Byouinzaka went through the trouble of calling me to tell 
me the truth. 

"That's enough. Tell me his physical characteristics." 

"Short blond hair and not too rough physically, kind of thin...... at first 
glance, you might think he's a girl. But since he's wearing a gakuran, you 
can't go wrong." 

"Got it. Thanks, you really helped me out." 
ee What do you mean? Actually, why’re you asking about Kazusawa, 
anyway? ........ Ah, don't tell me it's about your sister again...... That reminds 
me, Kazusawa was a student of class 2-7..... 

So he noticed. He really did have good instincts. 

"Did Kazusawa lay a hand on your little sister?" 

"He hasn't yet........ But I’m a bit concerned." 
sihioes What are you intending to do?" 

"I won't do anything. I was just curious as a big brother. I won't cause 
you any trouble." 


"It's not about trouble or anything like that....... 
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"Look, return at your seat now. No matter how laissez-faire this 
academy is, you can’t justify sleeping through the next lesson like earlier, 
right? Though I'm fine, since it's Murakami-sensei's lesson." 

"Aah......... Right." 

Hakohiko returned to his seat while looking at me, worried. Murakami- 
sensei was one of the few teachers who had a heavy prejudice against 
Hakohiko (according to his sense of values, presidents of martial arts clubs 
could not be decent people). I didn’t remind him of that just to cut the 
conversation short and chase Hakohiko away, though. Now, I began to 
process my thoughts. The problem in itself became self-apparent. At the 
very least, Kazusawa-kun didn't seem like a just and upright gentleman. 
And that, at the very least, sufficed as a reason for me to act. Things might 
have become dire in the following one or two days. However, not every 
second was crucial, and there was no need to get impatient and skip the 
next class. First, I needed to properly think. Think to come up with a 
counterplan. A regular member of the kendo club led by Hakohiko meant 
that his athletic abilities/martial arts skills would have been quite high. It 
would’ve been fatal if I charged in like an idiot and had the tables turned on 
me. There was no point in an action that accomplished nothing, even if the 
word objective had no meaning. Use your abilities to their maximum, choose 
the absolute best move. Without forgetting Byouinzaka's warning. To let 
emotions like anger affect your actions is an idiot's foolery. Remember the 
well-known metaphor of the swan. 'The swan may be elegantly swimming, 
but under the surface, it is desperately batting its legs.' But that metaphor 
is wrong. You would understand by looking at a swan swimming in clear 
waters. Even the swan's movements under water are elegant. Smooth and 
smart. Everything from top to bottom is refined. A guy with a know-it-all 
face said 'In this world, there are unrewarded efforts', but that’s not the 
case at all. If you make an effort, you will succeed without fail. What the 
people who don't succeed have piled up isn't effort, but fruitless effort. I 
once again confirmed the status quo, then I reviewed every possible choice 
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available to me at the moment and considered every single idea in order. I 
boiled down the candidates to two and then proceeded to compare them 
once again. This two choice quiz was the part that took the most time. 
Having finished that task, 'Fuuh", I let out a sigh. Well, that would do it. 
After that, the only important thing was to not get too worked up. Therefore, 
to calm my beating heart, I decided to temporarily switch my thoughts to 
something else. Thinking that, I sandwiched the second book I borrowed 
from Yorutsuki last night (the supernatural power horror one) between my 
textbook. Surprisingly, in this book, people didn't die like paper scraps. Far 
from that, even in the situations where the characters absolutely had to have 
been killed, by miracle, they just barely manage to survive. I won't deny that 
the author might have been a softie. Regardless of that, what an 
indescribably violent novel that was. It was truly masterful. I had nothing 
to complain about. I was now, for the first time in a while, reading an 
interesting novel. I could feel the author's cleverness and level-headedness 
from in between the lines. While everything was calculated, the reader 
couldn't manage to guess what kind of calculation had been done. I couldn't 
factorize the author's thoughts at all. It wasn’t on the level of not 
understanding their roots or inspirations, the atmosphere was completely 
different from a Japanese composition. I was in a dream-like state and 
couldn't think about Kazusawa-kun at all, I’d totally forgotten. If this novel 
appeared on a Japanese test, my score would certainly have been seventy 
percent. There was no doubt that this author constructed this work with 
techniques that would make the readers think of the Sixth Night in the Ten 
Nights of Dreams. He didn't think about writing it, he thought about what he 


had to write. 


I had to do that as well. The best possible move always exists. I needed 
to realize it. The sixth period having concluded, our homeroom teacher 
Ikezaki-sensei came in at last. Nothing special to report. Stand up, 
attention, bow. Goodbye. I shouldered my bag that I’d already prepared and 
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left the classroom in a hurry. At that moment, I passed by Kotohara and, 
naturally, neither of us said anything. Awkward. But I didn't have the leeway 
to be conscious of that awkwardness. I left the eastern building and headed 
towards the building where the first and second years’ classroom were 
located. Climbing the stairs to the third floor, class 2-7 was there. As 
expected of the difficult to enter national science course, also called the 
students of class seven, their class had apparently yet to conclude. Peeking 
through the gap in the door, I could see some students at their seats and 
hear the teacher talking. Anyway, as long as Kazusawa-kun didn't leave 
early to the club, it was fine. Students of class seven — it was no wonder 
that Yorutsuki, who had the top grades of her year, was in this class. 
Yorutsuki and I commuted to normal public schools until middle school, 
but, when she was about to pass to her second year of middle school, we 
understood that Yorutsuki was able to study really well and the idea that we 
should give her an environment more suitable to further develop her 
intellect was suggested at a family reunion. Rather than entering a higher- 
level public high school, she should’ve aimed at a hard to enter private 
school. Our parents were the ones who suggested that, and I also agreed. 
My pet theory was that, for humans above a certain level of intelligence, the 
high school they attend doesn't really matter, but I’d thought that the way 
of teaching at Outouin Academy (the non-interference and laissez-faire 
attitude) suited Yorutsuki well. So Yorutsuki was the only one to argue 
against this idea. When I asked her the reason, in a few words : "I want to 
go to the same school as onii-chan". It seemed she didn't like the idea of 
being separated from me even a little. Having no choice, I went with the 
absurd decision of changing my school of choice to Outouin Academy in July 
of my third year of middle school. When thinking that it was for my little 
sister's future, raising my standard score by five points wasn't too much 
work. I could have been thought of as overprotective. Was I not spoiling 
Yorutsuki too much? This was not only about changing my school of choice, 
but about, even now, still being here. But that kind of thought was a sort of 
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regret. I only thought that because it was now. Truly meaningless. At the 
time, that was my only choice. Even now, this was the only way. 

Having apparently finally finished their class, students carrying their 
bags started leaving the classroom. I resolved myself and stepped into class 
2-7. I’d entered her room without permission many times before, but this 
was the first time I entered Yorutsuki's classroom. I didn't even have to 
search; Yorutsuki immediately caught my eye, and next to her was a short 
blonde guy. That man, whose physique did not differ much from 
Yorutsuki’s, was seemingly drawing near her. 

"Hey." 

I approached with quick steps and placed my hand on the man's 
shoulder. 

"You, are you Kazusawa-kun?" 

"What?" 

Kazusawa-kun turned back towards me. He glared at me with his 
characteristic drooping eyes, even though this was our first meeting. I was 
doing the same, though. 

"O-onii-chan.....2" 

Yorutsuki let out a surprised voice. Hearing that, Kazusawa-kun let out 
a clear sound, "Tch," clicking his tongue. He seemed displeased that his 
conversation with Yorutsuki got interrupted. What an easy to understand 
guy. 

"Wh-what happened? Do you have some business with me?" 

As expected, Yorutsuki wouldn't refer to herself in third person inside 
the academy. I answered 'That's not the case' by swaying my head. 

"T have a little business with this Kazusawa-kun over here, you see." 

"Hah? What? Onii-san, you want somethin’ from me?" 

"Couldn't you catch it?" 

Having been called onii-san and not senior, I confirmed that Kazusawa- 
kun was the culprit indoctrinating Yorutsuki. I swear, this kid had caused 
me some trouble. I answered Kazusawa-kun silently. It would’ve been a 
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waste of my time to use words against a guy like that. I hadn't come to have 
an argument and I had no intention of having a philosophical debate with 
him. Regardless of the content, humans who think they’re superior tend to 
look down on others, so debating them often proves to be fruitless. 

"Hey, hey. Hitsuuchi, what's his deal, that guy-" 

Noticing that I wasn't saying anything, Kazusawa-kun changed his 
target to Yorutsuki. He spoke to her in an overly-familiar tone, with an 
attitude as if he was being made light of. This pleasantly stimulated the 
violent part of my heart. 

"Haha, onii-san, don't tell me you showed up to say something like 
'Don't lay a hand on my sister'? That kind of thing ain’t trendy at all 


nowadays. Why’re you getting so passionate?" 


"What?" 

No, I’d just thought that Hakohiko must have had trouble dealing with 
him. However, I didn't say that out loud. It would have been a useless 
remark. I grabbed Kazusawa-kun by the collar and lifted him up in one go. 
He was quite a bit shorter than me. He made a face of disbelief. I didn't give 
him any time to think. 

"Didn't you know? Then I'll teach you, Kazusawa-kun. Recently, human 
failures that snap and are broken are trendy. You became a little more 
clever, congratulations." 

I forcefully slammed Kazusawa-kun's body against a nearby wall. I 
didn't hold back. If he was a regular of the kendo club, he would’ve had a 
body that wouldn't get injured just from that. I didn't really mind if he got 
injured, but that might have been a bother for Hakohiko. 

"What a nuisance. Kids these days haven't even read A Clockwork Orange? 
Students should read more books. Well, that's fine, but..... Kazusawa-kun. 
Today, I just came to warn you; it's not like I want to do any subtraction. 
Were you able to comprehend that there are people your calculations don't 
work against?" 
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"So what? Wanna study a little more? If you keep being cheeky with your 
seniors, you know, the adresses you got stored in your mobile phone....... 
Every single one of them...... I’ll erase them from memory, I guess? If that 
happened, you would be bothered, right?" 

"Wh-what...... What's your deal? It doesn't concern you, right—" 

"It's about my family. Are you saying there's someone more concerned 
about it than me? What will it be, Kazusawa-kun? If you don't want to raise 
your life’s difficulty level, don't be too much of a handful. Despite how it 
may seem, I'm being gentle. Listen well; I'm asking what you think." 
cou U-unders...tood." 

Kazusawa-kun said, having trouble breathing due to me holding him in 
the air. 

"T understand, so...... 

"Good boy. I'm glad you get what I'm saying." 

I removed my hands from his collar and made some distance between 
me and Kazusawa-kun. Then, without even turning my gaze towards 
Yorutsuki, who was frozen in place, I quickly left the classroom, sneaking 
in between the desks and their classmates, most of whom were still there. 
Retreat must be done swiftly; that was the moral. Before leaving, I turned 
back, glanced at the inside of the classroom and apologized to no one in 
particular, ''Sorry for the racket.". Kazusawa-kun was laying on the floor. I 
closed the door after confirming that sight, walked through the hallway, 
descended the stairs and left the building. Then I sighed once. Well, that 
should’ve done it for now. My personal impression was that it hadn't nearly 
been enough, but if I were to corner him further, the other side might have 
responded with violence. Being a regular of the kendo club and a student of 
class 2-7, fights and personal conflicts were prohibited, but when it came 
to a short-tempered guy's logic, an outburst was inevitable. Even if I was 
superior by stature, in an upfront fight, Kazusawa-kun would have been 


stronger. Therefore, sticking one nail in was the best move. If it went well, 
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Kazusawa-kun's interest might have switched from Yorutsuki to me. 
Between love and violence, there was no shortage of youngsters who would 
choose violence. Even if it didn't go well, even if today’s events had no real 
effect, I'd had my revenge on him for filling Yorutsuki’s head with weird 
rumors, so it was fine with me. Profit and loss isn't everything; maintaining 
a good mental and physical health is important as well. 

Now, what would I do from now on? 

1 - Go to the infirmary. 

2 - Visit the kendo club. 

3 + Search for Kotohara. 

4.* Go home and wait for Yorutsuki. 


I, naturally, chose the fourth option. 


"Geez, Yorutsuki was really surprised today. I thought my heart was going 
to stop when onii-chan suddenly came to the classroom." 

That night, when I was preparing for tomorrow's lessons in my room 
and vaguely studying for future exams, Yorutsuki visited me after her bath, 
as usual, and was objecting my actions while cutely puffing her cheeks. 
However, her face was definitely not one expressing anger. She was 
enjoying an unusual incident happening in her own daily life. Although 
Yorutsuki and I went to school together, we hardly ever went home together. 
Yorutsuki apparently had various acquaintances. For example, a meeting 
that had taken place about the infamous cultural festival today had some 
complications, and it got extended until just barely before the school's 
closing, which made Yorutsuki return home quite late. Our parents had 
eaten the evening meal with us, so this was the first time we talked about 
the classroom incident alone. 

"After that, there was a huge commotion, as if I’d stabbed a beehive. 
Yorutsuki had to listen to so many things, I was overwhelmed. Like 'What 
kind of person is your Onii-chan!?' I told them things like 'That's not what 
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it's about.' Even Yorutsuki wasn't able to follow them all properly. Next time 
you do something like that, I’d prefer it if you properly informed me in 
advance. I was so surprised." 

"That was my bad." 

"Ah, uuuhn. Don't apologize." 

Saying that, Yorutsuki rolled on top of my bed, and then began her post- 
bath calisthenics. Her body was supple. 


"Truthfully, Yorutsuki was glad. Because onii-chan is Yorutsuki's 


",..... hat's the most important thing." 

"Onii-chan is Yorutsuki's private hero. Because, whenever I want him to 
save me, he comes to my rescue." 

"Were you that troubled? To the point of wanting to be savede" 

"Umm. It wasn't that serious...... but, Kazusawa-kun..." 

For a moment, Yorutsuki had trouble getting her words out. 


"He seems to hate Yorutsuki. Sometimes he’s mean to Yorutsuki. I hate 


ers Hmm. I see. Of course you’d hate it." 

If I were to look at it from a calm point of view, not as a brother, but 
objectively, what Kazusawa-kun felt towards Yorutsuki was closer to 
affection, but it was no wonder that Yorutsuki saw it as nothing more than 
a one-sided hatred towards her. For the introverted Yorutsuki, the twisted 
and roundabout affection of Randoming Rumble would never reach her. That 
being said, I had no obligation to follow up after Kazusawa-kun. To begin 
with, if Yorutsuki hated it, no matter the reason it was, it was nothing more 
than mean. The same as bullying; the only thing that matters is how the 
victim perceives it. The other side's circumstances don't matter. 

'"Kazusawa-kun said that for onii-chan Yorutsuki is really a bother and 
that onii-chan has a girlfriend." 

I looked at Yorutsuki. Her face was half sunk into the pillow. Perhaps she 


was crying a little. Yorutsuki's lacrimal glands were awfully loose. Every 
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time I saw her like this, I was overtaken by a feeling of powerlessness. I felt 
a sense of duty to protect her. 

"Don't get deceived by that guy's nonsense. There’s no way I’d consider 
you a bother, is there? Has there ever been a time where that has 


happenede" 


"Of course. For me, there’s no one more important than you. So you 
don't need to have any weird restraints. It's okay to tell me the truth. Saying 
something half-assed like yesterday is more bothersome. If there’s ever 
something bothering you, just ask me for advice." 
ee Yes. Thank you." 

Even then, Yorutsuki didn't raise her face. She stayed silent, as if waiting 
for my words. Silence was Yorutsuki's subtle sign that she wanted more 
attention. I gave up on studying and put away my notes and textbooks. 
"More importantly, Yorutsuki, want to play something?" I said to Yorutsuki. 

"Eh, can wee" 

Yorutsuki raised her face suddenly. I was right on the money. 

"TI was just about to call it there. Then, let’s see, what do you want to 
doe" 

"Errr, shogi, I guess." 

"That's nostalgic. Got it." 

I opened my drawer and searched for the shogi board. Soon enough, I 
managed to find it along with a box containing the pieces. I laid it on the 
bed, sat in front of Yorutsuki and set up the pieces. 

"The rule with passing is authorized, okay?" 

"How many times?" 

"Five." 

"Hey, I'm sure that's too much." 

"Then three." 

"Hmm. About right, I guess." 

First move went to Yorutsuki. Yorutsuki moved a pawn. 
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"That reminds me, I finished reading both of the novels I borrowed." 

"Already? As usual, onii-chan is a speedy reader." 

"The one about demonic killers was normally interesting, but the 
supernatural horror one was out of the park. Yorutsuki, do you have other 
books from that author?" 

"Nuh-uh. That was their debut work. They’ve only published one book 
so far. Ah, but they have a few short stories in some magazines. Want to 
read them?" 

"Yeah. Please." 

"You are really fervent. It's unusual for onii-chan to have no complaints 
whatsoever. Yorutsuki likes that book too. It almost feels like the writer 
wasn’t human." 

"Yeah, that's a good way of expressing it. Me too, I couldn't get an image 
of the author at all while reading this book. It made me lose confidence in 
my reading abilities, which is why I was studying Japanese just now." 

"Kyaran! Got your rook." 

Yorutsuki took my rook. Even though, once she’d taken that rook, it was 
certain for her to checkmate me in less than forty-five turns, that was 
extremely merciless. Yorutsuki was smart, but she couldn’t think further 
than a few turns ahead. She excelled in memorization and applying 
equations, but didn't have enough tenacity to draw out hypotheses from 
hypotheses like walking on branching tightropes. Tenacity, that is essential. 
That word doesn’t only apply to sports, but also studies and plays. People 
who can’t hold back will fail. Timing is important for everything. Even with 
Kazusawa-kun, things hadn’t been solved with just that. That was nothing 
more than a declaration of war. That was why I had to exert utmost 
perseverance from then on. What I wanted most was to avoid repeating my 
mistakes from elementary school. Setting me aside, Yorutsuki still had her 
daily life to follow. A second year of Outouin Academy, and furthermore, 
from class seven. That position was an iron fortress that had to be protected. 


I could not deviate Yorutsuki from that rail now. What I would do wasn't 
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addition or subtraction, but something much more complicated; a violent 
and grotesque calculation. 

Protecting Yorutsuki. 

Without bothering Yorutsuki. 

In a way to not hurt Yorutsuki. 

"Pass." 

I passed uselessly. With that, the outcome of the match remained 
undecided. 

"What lines did onii-chan like? You see, Yorutsuki really liked it when, 
towards the end, the narrator, I, wrote a letter to his big brother. That moved 
me. I cried a little." 

"T didn’t cry, but I did sympathize." 

"IT guess family really is precious." 

"Isn't that obvious?" 

"It is, but when it's written out like that, it really makes me think. If it 
was Yorutsuki, I couldn’t act like that." 

"Don't get too invested in that. It's certainly an interesting novel, but 
it’s merely entertainment. It’s made to be enjoyed, not brood over." 

"Though that may be true... I still think there’s something wrong when 
it comes to family values. I mean, it's not like you choose them yourself, 
right? For the most part, that's all decided from the start." 

"Not necessarily. It's not so fixed in place. You can get married and 
become a couple, divorce, become someone else, be adopted, be disowned. 
If you talk about family in the eyes of the law, that's about it." 

"Umm. But even if you talk about law, children still don't have the right 
to choose. Yorutsuki didn't choose to be born as onii-chan's little sister, and 
it's not like onii-chan wished for Yorutsuki to be his little sister either." 

"Well, that’s true, if you put it like that." 

"Ah, but but, don't take what I just said in a weird way. Yorutsuki loves 
onii-chan the most. I'm glad to be onii-chan's little sister. But, you know, 


siblings have to part at some point, don't they?" 
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"Ts that so? Why?" 

"T mean, won't onii-chan leave the house someday? Then Yorutsuki will 
be alone. All alone. Look, there's the expression 'siblings always end up as 
strangers’, isn't there?" 

"If you’re looking for expressions, there’s also blood is thicker than water. 
I won't leave you alone. And between the two of us, wouldn't the girl usually 
be the one leaving the house? Though that might be an old way of thinking. 
Someday, in the not so distant future, you’ll find yourself someone you 
love—" 

"Yorutsuki loves onii-chan the most. Even if I were to love another boy 
in the future, I think Yorutsuki will continue to love onii-chan the most. 
And even if, in the future, a girl who loves onii-chan will appear, Yorutsuki 
will definitely love onii-chan more than that person would." 

Yorutsuki said plainly. 

"So onii-chan should also love Yorutsuki. He should cherish Yorutsuki 
forever." 

This time, Yorutsuki took my gold general. 


I used my second pass. 


The next day, Yorutsuki and I ended up late for school. We carelessly missed 
one of our trains. The time recorded when presenting our school ID at the 
gate was 08:45. There was no possible excuse. I wasn't too preoccupied by 
it, but Yorutsuki was in class 7, so she might have been severely scolded. 
Although the real reason was Yorutsuki oversleeping, pitiful things are 
pitiful. Therefore, I blamed our lateness on the trains being full. 

"To begin with, this country has too many people. Despite only being the 
size of a stain on the world map — have you ever seen the world maps made 
in America? I’ll say, they’re really — over a hundred million, you know? No 
matter how you think about it, we don't need that many, do we? Wouldn't 
it be fine to kill everyone in Tokyo?" 
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"It wouldn't.... onii-chan, if everyone in Tokyo died, I think Japan would 
be done for..... Also, even if everyone in Tokyo dies, the trains here would 
probably still get crowded." 

"I see. Right, it's true, not bearing a risk yourself is not a good way of 
thinking. Also, even if we annihilate Tokyo, that wouldn’t even decrease the 
population by half; it would be a drop in the bucket. Good, then let's do it 
like that. We’ll reduce the population of Japan by half through a lottery. If 
your name comes up, you have to commit suicide. If we do that, the trains 
in the entire country would be at ease and Japan would be safe. If it were a 
fifty-fifty probability, I'm sure you and I would survive." 

"No way. Onii-chan, if that were to happen, even if I survived, that would 
mean half of my classmates and friends would die, you know?" 

"Idiot. Why must you always think so negatively? Think positively. A full 
half of your friends will survive, you know?" 

"No one would have to die if you hadn't thought of that in the first place, 
though.... I mean, you don't need to completely destroy Tokyo and kill 
seventy million people just to cover Yorutsuki oversleeping, Onii-chan." 

"Don't mind it. More importantly, if Kazusawa-kun does anything, 
immediately give me a call. I will fly there." 

"Yees." 

"Good answer. When are you going home today?" 

"There is another meeting, so same as yesterday, I guess." 

"T see." 

"Nya." 

"Umu." 

Saying that, we parted ways after changing our shoes in the entrance. 
Naturally, as I entered the classroom on the fourth floor of the eastern 
building, I was instantly noticed, as class was already in session. Unluckily, 
as it was an english lesson, "Hey hey, were you too fervent in your 
Peacemaking (Shard Gathering) that you stayed up late?" the teacher called 
me out like that, but I took my seat, unconcerned. I didn't deal with low 
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level humans, and that applied to teachers too. I took the textbook out from 
my desk and checked its insides. With all that happened yesterday, I’d 
thought there might have been another message from Byouinzaka, but 
apparently, there was nothing today. Then, let's focus on the lesson. No 
matter who the teacher is, English needs to be properly studied. I would 
bear my lack of sleep, at least until the second period. 

During the break after the first period ended, Hakohiko approached me. 
I thought he might tease me about my being late, but I was off mark. It was 
about the incident with Kazusawa-kun. 

"You! I heard you barged into a second year's classroom?" 

"Noe? Not at all? What are you talking about? More importantly, did you 
know that Picasso's longass name was actually misinformation created by 
a biographic author?" 

"What in the world are you thinking, really...." 

"Did you hear about that from Kazusawa-kun?" 

"No, not from him. He’s too prideful to make that kind of complaint. But 
there are other second years." 

"The words of a charismatic club president sure sound different. Next 
time I get reincarnated, I want to become the president of a kendo club. 
Though I said next time, it's not like I was ever reincarnated before, just so 
you know." 

"Don't fool around. The guy that told me said it so vigorously, it sounded 
like you almost killed Kazusawa, you know." 

"There's no way I’d do that at school, though." 

"You say it as if you would outside of school." 

"Hey hey. Don't try to trap me with verbal mistakes. What are you, a 
theory critic? Or perhaps a serious test-taker? Are you underlining my lines? 
Want me to tell you the feelings of a character appearing first in a suspect 
list? I give up." 

"....1f you do that, it’s gonna end up bothering your sister. It's pretty 
embarrassing to have your big brother barge into the classroom." 
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"Don't treat me like an idiot. I properly thought through it. I'm not a kid 
incapable of thinking about the consequences. I had naturally recognized 
that risk. I carried it out because I judged the benefits would outweigh the 
risks." 

"The benefits would outweigh the risks, huh. Then do you think it's okay 
to kill as long as you’re not found out?" 

"That's quite a leap of logic. That’s called a logical extreme, did you 
know? Murder is bad. Of course, so is violence. Needless to say. I just 
grabbed his clothes a little, I haven't done that much to Kazusawa-kun. It 
was important to show that, behind my little sister, there is someone 
dangerous, someone risky, someone who could snap. That's why I chose the 
classroom as the stage. That's all there is to it. Actually, it was a way to 
resolve this without resorting to violence. Please don't blame me too much." 
ee You know, when your little sister’s involved, you don't distinguish 
between allies and enemies. Nothing enters your field of view at all." 

"What are you saying? I always maintain my ability to judge things 
rationally. I pride myself on that." 

Hakohiko unnaturally scratched his head. 

"Samatoki. Today, after school, come to the kendo club." 

"What?" 

"It's on the second floor of the gymnasium. You know, don't you?" 

"'|,..No, first time I heard. Heeh, so it was in such a place.... I mean, that 
there even is such a place. A kendo hall, huh. But why?" 

"Don't ask questions. Club practice ends at six, so..... at seven. Come at 
seven o'clock." 

"Seven o'clock? The school closes at seven and a half, so that's seriously 
tight. Why?" 

"Don't ask questions. Come. It's a promise." 

Hakohiko ended the conversation, showing he’d run out of things to say. 
What a strange fellow — I couldn’t really think that. Hakohiko's reaction 


was probably normal. After all, that reaction — the reaction of someone 
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feeling an unidentifiable sense of danger against me — is precisely what I’d 
sought from Kazusawa-kun. In that sense, you could say my endeavor had 
succeeded. I wouldn't think about whether that was the best move to make 
at this point. That was a useless argument to consider. That being said, even 
if that was fine, why had I received an invitation like that from Hakohiko? 
Why ask so formally, when we were in the same class? If his good will ran 
out, he could’ve just said so and stopped dealing with me. Like Kotohara, 
who hadn't even glanced at me today. I thought his invitation was the kind 
of forced promise I could ignore, but I wondered what I should’ve done. To 
be honest, I didn't dislike being in a situation where problems came one 
after another. That resembled the pleasant feeling of solving an especially 
tough mathematical problem (between you and me, the person I had the 
most respect for currently wasn’t Edogawa Ranpo, who’d forged my reading 
hobby, nor Edgar Allan Poe, the one who pushed it even further, nor Saiko 
Suzuki, for whom I’d brought my walkman to elementary school to listen 
all day, nor Enigma, whose songs I could still whistle from memory, and 
furthermore, neither David Cronenberg, nor the one Yorutsuki forced me to 
watch so much that my eyes started rotting, Francis F. Coppola, but Paul 
Erdos.) What’s life for if you can’t enjoy a tough problem? You can’t live like 
that. Even though I could have just ignored Hakohiko, since I already didn’t 
have many friends, if my relationship with him were to end, I’d end up 
having to suffer through quite an uncommon school life. Having the 
president of the kendo club as your friend was definitely not a bad thing. 
Far from me the will to compare them, but Hakohiko was much more 
helpful and had more connections than someone like Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 
Also, rupturing our relationship here would’ve also meant forever losing the 
opportunity to make peace with Kotohara. If that were to happen, in the 
worst case scenario, I might’ve had to turn Hakohiko into my enemy. Then, 
I would endure the somewhat unpleasant thoughts and keep that promise. 
Actually, even without all that calculation of gain and loss, I wanted to 


preserve a fine relationship with Hakohiko. Right, friendship. You should 
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cherish friendship. For the time being, Hakohiko was outside the range of 
Yorutsuki's jealousy, so that was even more the case. Then it was decided; I 
would go to the kendo club after school. The second period started right 


after I made that decision, and I fell asleep. Good night. 


"You are a man that exceedingly towers over his surroundings, much like 
the Tower of Babel. Hm, if your little sister was the Library of Babel, that 
would truly be exquisite. It makes me want to listen to it with an explosion 
big enough to fissure Ernst®. After all, you receive all the solicitude finally 
created by a miracle birthed by the uncertain compassion of my heart in the 
wrong way. There is no doubt that you are the kind of human that would 
use two thousand yen notes without batting an eye. Good gracious, thinking 
about it now, it was really inappropriate of me to say such unnecessary 
things. It seems that, without realizing it, I fell under the impression that I 
had understood the kind of man you are." 

After school, to kill time until my meeting with Hakohiko, I chose the 
option of going to see Byouinzaka at the infirmary. After all, it's Byouinzaka 
we're talking about; she’d probably already heard about yesterday's incident 
with class seven, and after all, it's Byouinzaka we're talking about; she 
probably had things she wanted to tell me. Byouinzaka couldn’t leave while 
there were so many students around, so she waited until just before closing 
time. We were both killing time here. Apparently, while she was alone in the 
infirmary, she often read textbooks or novels, but unlike Yorutsuki, she 
wasn’t a reading addict, so when I paid her a visit, she closed her book. I’d 
also thought of other options, like searching for Kotohara, ''dropping by the 
kendo club in advance to watch" or "peeping on Yorutsuki's committee", 
but I wanted to eliminate the possibility of creating new problems just 


before my meeting with Hakohiko. Byouinzaka was safe in that respect; 


8 Reference to Explosion en una Catedral by Max Ernst. 
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Byouinzaka Kuroneko lacked any sort of productivity, in both good and bad 
ways. 

"TI considered your warning. Despite how it may seem, I thought before 
acting. Although you’re my friend, aren't you underestimating me? It seems 
you’re worried, but I’m not really in the wrong." 

"Not in the wrong? Indeed, and you will likely claim that you were never 
once in the wrong in your whole life. But that is the case for anyone. No one 
in history has ever been wrong from a purely subjective point of view. What 
is wrong for humans is flying in the sky, living in a vacuum, surpassing 
lightspeed, producing more energy than what was absorbed, these kinds of 
actions. Right, in that sense, even incest between you and your sister isn't 
wrong. At the very least, you would be able to call that an affront against 
the world." 

"T said there's no incest." 

"Though I think that is just a matter of time." 

Byouinzaka said that in a vicious tone. Her disposition seemed worse 
than I’d thought. She was generally moody, but because she rarely showed 
people anything but kindness, when that was neglected, her anger was 
harsh. However, I thought that was too selfish. 

"To begin with, you and Hakohiko are always so overprotective with me. 
Is it such a bad thing for siblings to get along? That's just normal. It's 
natural to cherish your family." 

"That is without a doubt the embarrassing conclusion of a defiant fool, 
Samatoki-kun. Are you just a bored, idiotic brat? You're not, right? Bringing 
this up countless times and hindering your mood isn't exactly what I wish 
for, but there is no avoiding it. You and your sister, what do you plan to do 
in the future?" 

"T don't want to hear about the future from you, you social misfit." 

"At least I have a proper vision of my future. I will continue commuting 
to this infirmary until I obtain this academy's diploma and then I will move 


to America. After all, I will finally turn eighteen by that time. I will finally 
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be able to say goodbye to my worthless family. Just thinking that I will no 
longer bear the disgust of knowing that I live off of those imbeciles' income 
feels good. Everything is already settled with a university from there." 

"You think you can study normally at an American university? The 
number of people won't really change if you go there, you know." 

"Maybe as a student, but it's different as a researcher. I think I could 
manage with classes of a few people. I will gradually get used to it from 
there. I cannot really continue living like this after I become an adult. 
Anyway, I have finally reached the age and gained the amount of knowledge 
sufficient to no longer get treated as a child." 

"Hmm... First time I'm hearing about that." 

"Do you think I am a cold person because I did not tell you? You see, I 
wanted to keep it a secret until it was definitive. Though I was ready to say 
it anytime if you had asked." 

I didn't really care about coldness or whatnot, but to think Byouinzaka 
was Seriously thinking about her future. Along with surprise, respect began 
surging inside my body like a fountain. 

"You are correct, I am certainly a social misfit. But I have no intention 
of settling with being a failure forever. I am making diligent efforts. 
Wouldn't you recognize that me commuting to school, to this infirmary, is 
the biggest proof of all? On that aspect, what about you? You look convinced 
that the world has nothing to do with you. The world does not exist because 
you do, you exist because the world does, you know?" 

"So you’re not only talking about me, but about Yorutsuki too, 
Byouinzaka." 

"So you get it, don't you? Unfortunately, this is naturally not something 
a complete stranger like me, on the same level as Newton's apple, should 
be saying, and if you say you want to live a Green Gables lifestyle in the 
future, I would have nothing left to respond with." 

"T haven't thought that far ahead..." 
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As I was about to say that, I stopped. Those were words that denied my 
very self. I was always striving to think as many turns ahead as possible, at 
least as long as a problem or an enemy existed. A compromise such as "this 
should be enough" wasn’t allowed, and the words ‘wait-and-see’ and 
‘opportunism’ were unnecessary in my life. 

"'Exert your abilities to your limits to find the optimal option and get 
the best result' — that was one of your numerous pet theories, wasn't it? In 
elementary school, in regards to the case that caused you siblings to change 
schools, well, that was certainly the most you could do, the optimal option. 
That is as you said. However, are you not trying to avoid repeating the past? 
Kazusawa-kun is a regular of the kendo club. In the unlikely event that, 
yesterday, he fought back and it turned into a grappling fight, what did you 
intend to do? I don't have any experience, so I cannot comment on it much, 
but kendo is about hitting each other in a ten meter square ring, whilst 
constantly wearing ten kilos of equipment; a harsh and lawless sport. Build 
alone wouldn't fill in the gap between an experienced practitioner and an 
amateur." 

"I bet on that possibility being nil. Byouinzaka, won't you stop talking 
about others like they’re idiots? I'm not the kind of coward that’s too afraid 
of risks to do anything, you know." 

"Hm, I guessed so. You are always confident. To the point someone like 
me wouldn't even compare. But for mediocre people like us without any 
confidence, that seemed too dangerous to ignore." 

"But you know, yesterday was—"' 

"Not about yesterday, about your sister as a whole. I didn't want to say 
it, but you spoil her too much. Barging into a junior's classroom to protect 
your sister could end up as a funny story in retrospect, but who in the world 
would sever ties with his friends because their sister told them to do so? 
That is what I am currently accusing you of. It cannot be helped that 


Mukaezuki-kun got angry." 
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"Hakohiko was angry for laying a hand on Kazusawa-kun. If someone 
inflicted harm on your club member, and a regular at that, anyone would 
get angry. Yorutsuki has nothing to do with it." 

"If you want to think that, it is your freedom to do so. Freedom? Hah, 
worthless. There is no way for anyone in this day and age to be stupid 
enough to believe in a word like that, is there!? Freedom my ass, not even a 
delusion, throw that thing in the dump!" 

"_....What are you talking about? Getting heated like that." 

"Excuse me, I lost my calm. Setting that aside, Samatoki-kun, I think 
you should mend your relationship with Kotohara-san at once. And explain 
yourself to your sister. It can even be done using half-hearted lines like 
'Kotohara-san is merely a friend, you are the most important one to me’. 
Enough with boldly jumping from one extreme to another. I would 
recommend starting with this kind of detail." 

"T seriously feel greatly obliged by your recommendation. Well, to tell 
you the truth, I did think of that option. But I didn't choose it. Thinking 
calmly about it, I understand that maybe I should have, but I didn't have 
the time. Yorutsuki was waiting for an answer right in front of my eyes, so 
I felt bad making her wait too long. Also, I was at my wit's end thinking 
about what Kazusawa-kun had told her. At that time, realizing Yorutsuki's 
wish definitely was the optimal choice." 

"Those are the kinds of intimate and subtle circumstances only the 
people concerned, or perhaps just siblings, are able to understand. I have no 
brothers or sisters, so I cannot comment on it. However, no matter how 
much consideration you took before arriving at that result, from an outside 
perspective, it only looks like a rushed and irresponsible decision. I have no 
way of knowing how it really is, but that is the only way I can see it." 

"It's a pain to deny each and every question of this interrogation." 

"Pll bet. But you are too negligent in regards to the past. Not regretting 
something and not looking back on it at all are two very different things. 
Didn't your principal from elementary school preach about it at length? 
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They didn't? That is a shame. However, Samatoki-kun, unlike your 
philosophy says, there is an infinite amount of possible options in the real 
world." 

"Even if it's close to infinite, it’s not. Byouinzaka, I don't mind the 
information, but I wish you'd spare me the lectures." 

"Lectures? Is that what this sounds like? That is a difference in 
perception. I thought about it as an additional piece of information to help 
expand your options." 

Byouinzaka nodded to herself with a strict expression. She had an aura 
so mature it was hard to believe we were the same age. That being said, in 
terms of lack of life experience, there was no one in this academy who 
could’ve beaten this woman. You mustn't be fooled by her appearance. She 
hadn't even been on a field trip. 

"That is one of my bad habits. You could even call it a chronic disease. 
You see, I cannot bear having something around me being broken or 
collapsing. I get irritated when I see anything of the sort. A peaceful world, 
complete stillness is the only thing I ask of the gods. I am sick of this broken 
world. I don’t intend to prize logic, but I feel something similar to anger 
whenever I face irrational and illogical things. That's why I cannot leave 
someone unstable like you alone. That's why I hate crowds. Crowds are 
something like a treasure trove of dissonance. I really do think of it as a bad 
habit. But please, just do not forget this. I constantly exert a lot of effort 
trying to help you. Now then, shall we change the subject before I pry any 
further inside your deepest parts? I shall at the very least not cross the line. 
A hedge between keeps friendship green. Let me see, we still have three 
hours before the promise you exchanged with Mukaezuki-kun to meet at 
seven o'clock. However, club time ends at six o'clock. I wonder if 
Mukaezuki-kun intends to clean the hall for an hour? Well, that's fine. 
Then, Samatoki-kun, shall we amuse ourselves with a shogi match during 
that time? If it's with you, we don't need a board, do we? Your match with 
your little sister must have been somewhat lacking. Using your abilities to 
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the fullest, wouldn't you be able to beat most opponents, even without any 
pawns? Come on, it won't go like that with me. I can win against most 
opponents even if all my pieces aside from king were pawns. Well, that 


would be an overlap’, though. Now, Samatoki-kun, how many passes?" 


"Understood. Then, you can start, Samatoki-kun." 


"Pass." 


I said my goodbyes to Byouinzaka and left the infirmary a little before seven 
o'clock . Club activities usually finished at around six, so the academy was 
already quite deserted. In the one and a half-hour gap between six and 
seven-thirty, when the academy became completely deserted, a chilly wind 
blew, even before winter’s arrival. The majority of teachers also left before 
six o'clock. Dropping any pretense, I seriously don't want to be near schools 
and hospitals at night. They feel like ruins. It's like being trapped in an 
illusion that would completely collapse just from chanting one incantation. 
I walked through the hallway leading to the middle building, towards the 
gymnasium, which was also completely deserted. The lights were off and I 
couldn't see the end of the building, so the ambiance was quite eerie. As I 
climbed the stairs, the sound of shinai” hitting each other gradually became 
louder. I wondered if the club had gone on longer than planned. It didn't 
seem like it was over yet. That meant I’d have just been a bother if I went 
in now. No, I should arrive at the promised time. Immediately beyond the 
stairs was a hallway, with a toilet and two storeroom-like iron doors further 
down on the right side. The rest was a stretch of dirty white walls and 
windows. On the left side was a sliding door, which was the only other door 


there. Unlike classrooms with doors on the front and the back, it seemed 


° There is a rule in shogi where you cannot put two pawns on the same column. 
*° The bamboo swords used in kendo. 
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this was the only entrance. There was a plate above the door that 
read"Kendo Club", written in good penmanship. Hmm. The sound of shinai 
certainly seemed to be coming from here. Dropping my sight towards the 
bottom of the door, two pairs of shoes were placed between two wooden 
boards. Naturally, entering with dirty shoes (even slippers) was prohibited. 
There didn't seem to be an actual shoe rack. One pair was Hakohiko's 
slippers - but who did the other pair belong to? Also, were there really only 
two people in here, when I heard such fine noises echoing? If there were 
any windows, I could’ve peeked and seen what was happening, but there 
were only ceiling windows, which I could not reach with my height. I 
knocked twice, thinking it would be meaningless. The sound of the knocks 
was erased by the shinai's noise and, naturally, there was no response. Since 
his slippers were here, there was no doubt Hakohiko was in there, so, having 
no choice, I removed my own slippers and opened the door. 

That was my first time coming to the kendo club. Actually, as I’d told 
Hakohiko, I wasn't even aware the gymnasium had a second floor. Closing 
the door behind me, I looked around the space. The floor was made entirely 
of wood. Two oblong shaped kendo rings were created side to side with 
white vinyl tape. In the ring closer to the kamidana”, two swordsmen were 
hitting each other with shinai. As I thought, only two people were acting so 
recklessly in this spacious kendo ring. That was Hakohiko and — 
Kazusawa-kun. Mukaezuki Hakohiko and Kazusawa Rokunin had been 
echanging hits at a distance close enough to lock swords. I moved to the 
special space for onlookers while longing the wall, careful not to step into 
the ring, and sat leaning against the door that lead to the attached changing 
room (at first I was about to sit cross-legged, but I reconsidered it and sat 
holding my knees) and observed their match. No, since there was no referee, 


it was closer to sparring, I guessed. Hmm, I acquiesced to myself. I’d 


* A shrine to worship the shinto gods, they are usually seen in houses but they are 
also basically mandatory for martial art halls (well, for japanese martial arts, i.e. Judo, 
Jujitsu, Kendo...). https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kamidana 
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thought kendo was a boisterous and gaudy sport, and it was, but the sight 
of these two silently swinging their shinai in this dark room, in this 
designated space, completely changed my impression. How should I put it; 
I could even feel a sort of nobility. You could even call it sublimeness. It’s 
the same thing, no matter how you express it. There was no doubt that, if 
the opponent Hakohiko was facing hadn't been Kazusawa-kun, I would’ve 
been captivated. At that moment, the situation changed so suddenly you 
could qualify it as abrupt. Hakohiko landed a clean hit on Kazusawa-kun. In 
a match, it would’ve assuredly been one point - not that I know the rules of 
kendo. But that wasn't a match, just practice. Hakohiko unleashed a series 
of techniques in quick succession on Kazusawa-kun. Finally, Kazusawa- 
kun collapsed on the ground. 

"Meeeen!"! 

Along with raising something akin to a scream, Hakohiko landed a hit 
on Kazusawa-kun's helmet. I was surprised; so, in kendo, you can attack 
your opponent even after they're down. No, there's no way that was right. 
But, ignoring my surprise, Hakohiko swung his shinai down onto 
Kazusawa-kun once again. Then, he returned to the initial position using 
the momentum of the hit. 

"Thank you very much!" 

"Kazusawa! What about gratitude!?" 

Those words sounded more severe than anything I’d ever heard before. 
I couldn't quite believe that the good-natured Hakohiko would let out a 
voice like that. Kazusawa-kun somehow managed to stand up and closed 
his eyes, but he did as Hakohiko told him to do and bowed considerably. He 
seemed to have been muttering something, but I couldn't pick up that much 
of what he said. He probably said "thank you very much". Other than that, 
"you bastard" or "go die"? No, he wouldn't have said something like that 


after being beaten up so much. Even if it was me, Kazusawa-kun wouldn't. 
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"Hey, Kazusawa. You got it, right? If you break the promise you won't 
end up with just this. In the worst case scenario, I may have to make you 
resign from the club." 

"Any response! :" 

Kazusawa-kun reluctantly nodded at Hakohiko's scolding voice. Then, 
without waiting for his next words, he rushed out of the ring. There was no 
way he hadn't noticed my presence, but he left the kendo hall confusedly, 
without even glancing at me. It looked more like he was avoiding me, like 
he was running away. I stared at the door Kazusawa-kun left open for a few 
moments, but then immediately turned to Hakohiko. He was bowing down 
to the kamidana. After that, he passed through the two rings, came to where 
I was and said "Yo.". 

"As always, you're right on time. You're like a precision machine, on the 
level of an atomic clock." 
satie Byouinzaka said just earlier that I was a man like the Tower of 
Babel." 

"What's that mean? I don't get it. Is it philosophical? The more I hear 
you talk about her, the more I think Byouinzaka has a talent for that kind of 
thing." 

"T don't really think that's the case. Rather..... Let’s see, her personality 
is better suited for being a scientist. Though that's only a biased and 
arbitrary conclusion on my part. After all, I'm not her counselor. So, what 
was your business with me? From the looks of it, you're not planning to 
destroy me with a shinai, so I'm relieved. Or maybe that’s a premature 
judgement? Do you wanna duel?" 

"Did you see that now?" 

"Um?" 


"Did you witness that just now? Then tell me what you saw." 
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"That was late training. Today’s club time ended at six, but Kazusawa 
and I continued hitting each other for an hour. That was nothing more than 
part of club activities." 

Hakohiko was looking at me in a meaningful way. 

"But it's pretty selfish of you to perceive it like that." 

Dies Hakohiko, you..." 

"So won't you forgive him already?" 

Aah, I see. I grasped Hakohiko's intention. The meaning of calling me at 
this hour and of the pseudo-match with Kazusawa-kun. As well as the 
problem concerning the one hour time gap between when the club activities 
and when I was called. Hakohiko inflicted what could be called punishment 
in my stead. Like what I’d done in elementary school. In a way, Hakohiko's 
actions had been misdirected. I didn't have any desire for Hakohiko to use 
violence on Kazusawa-kun. I was fine as long as Kazusawa-kun stopped 
meddling with Yorutsuki. Because, as Byouinzaka said, I had no chance of 
winning against him in a one-on-one fight. However, I still couldn't say 
that Hakohiko's actions had been completely meaningless. 

"T see.... Now I understand very well why you are the kendo club's 
president. As expected, Hakohiko the Mukaezuki thinks differently." 

"Don't say it so unpleasantly." 

"A smart way to legally harass your juniors...."' 

"Don't say it in an even worse way...... 

Hakohiko looked fed up. 

"Anyway, I also told him to stop trying to lay his hands on your little 
sister, again. So you don't need to do anything else to Kazusawa-kun. Seeing 
that earlier was enough to satisfy you, right?" 

So that's the promise he talked about earlier. Wow, even being careful of 
the follow up. Hakohiko, aren't you just the nicest guy? Were you a god in 
your past life? Being treated that nicely made me feel a bit doubtful. Had 
this guy some ulterior motives? I couldn’t believe anyone could persuade 
Kazusawa-kun, the one who seemed even harder to tame than a lion, 
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although using some violence, without any compensation. There must have 
been some kind of trap. 

"Answer me. What’s your objective?" 

"What?" 

"You’re doing this for a reason, right? I'll answer to the best of my 
ability, so ask anything." 

"You're awful. Are you that unable to trust others? No really, I was even 
thinking it was about time to instill some motivation into Kazusawa-kun, 
so that was a nice occasion." 

Kukukuh, Hakohiko laughed pleasantly. 

"But you're right, I did have an ulterior motive." 

"T guessed so. You scoundrel. Go die somewhere." 

"Well, hold on a minute. I think she should be arriving soon." 

Hakohiko said, as he checked the clock on the wall. Five past seven. I 
couldn't see the second hand. Before I could think about the meaning of 
what he’d just said, Hakohiko turned towards the open door and I noticed 
someone jogging towards us. 

"Hey, Hakohiko. I just passed by Kazusawa-kun tearing up, do you have 
an idea—" 

As she was saying that, the sight of me sitting on my knees in front of 
Hakohiko entered her field of view, which made her stiffen up in surprise. 
Judging from her attitude, it seemed like she’d been called here without 
knowing anything. 

It was Kotohara Ririsu. 

Really, Hakohiko the Mukaezuki thought differently. But what was certain 
was that Hakohiko had used the utmost of his abilities and chose the best 
possible choice to obtain the optimal result. If that's the case, I didn't mind 
cooperating. I didn’t know what Kotohara was thinking, but that's what I 
thought. The options I had to choose from there were like a boring equation. 
That's why I said. 

"Yo — Names of the Meats." 
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nats Peacemaker." 

For those of us part of the generation that just can’t seem to be honest 
with each other, that should’ve been a good enough start for a 
reconciliation. Though Hakohiko’s schemer smile at our side wasn't too 


pleasing to see. 


After locking the kendo hall, the three of us left the gymnasium, returned 
the key to the faculty room, changed our shoes at the entrance, passed our 
IDs through the front gate, went down the Stairway to Heaven (even if it was 
called the Ascending Rollercoaster, it obviously went downhill on the trip back 
home) and walked to the bus stop nearest to the academy. There, Hakohiko 
said "Well then, I'm going now," as he waved his hand to me and Kotohara, 
and then left. Hakohiko commuted to school on foot. Even so, he doesn't 
really live close to the academy. I once paid a visit to his house and it was 
quite far away. But as an athlete, the way to school served as both a warm- 
up and a cool-down. Pretty impressive. Not that I wanted to follow his 
example. Kotohara’s bus went in the opposite direction, so we would also 
have to part ways here. The atmosphere made it feel like small talk was 
necessary, so I sat next to her on the bench on her bus' side of the road until 
mine arrived. 

"But really, I'm surprised. To think kendo was practiced on wooden 
floors. I thought it was done on tatami mats. I must have mixed it up with 
judo." 

"Despite being so aloof, you're weirdly ignorant about some things. It’s 
like you have some screws loose. Not that that’s a bad thing. Although I'm 
just talking on an individual level." 

Kotohara giggled. After that laugh, silence. The conversation wasn't 
going anywhere. Even though the atmosphere pushed us to talk, I couldn't 
think of anything. It was good that we made up, but things were still 
somewhat awkward between us. Or rather, constrained. That hadn’t really 

79 


been the case when Hakohiko was still there, but it turned like this when 
we found ourselves alone. I think it was unavoidable for something that 
happened so recently. Due to Hakohiko's plan, neither of us had time to 
prepare ourselves. All that made me think I should’ve reconsidered my 
cognition of Kotohara, of her just being a friend of a friend and a friend's 
childhood friend. I thought so when talking to her. They say that you only 
understand how important something is when you lose it, but maybe you 
only really understand it when you get it back. I also might’ve had to change 
my pet theory concerning friends. 

"But Hakohiko sure is cruel. Whatever he may say, it's like he just used 
Kazusawa-kun as a pretext." 

"Mm? Kotohara, do you know Kazusawa-kun?" 

"Well, yeah. I sometimes go play at the kendo club, so we're 
acquaintances. Heheh, even if I quit, I can't calm down without swinging a 
shinai once a month. It helps get rid of stress now that I don’t exercise. Also, 
you see, Kazusawa-kun stands out. You know, that face. There aren't many 
Outouin students dyeing their hair, are there? Certainly, Kazusawa-kun can 
be a little bratty, but... Haah, but you know, there was no need to beat him 
up until he cried. I almost feel bad for him." 

"T guess it's fair to feel that way after what he went through." 

I didn’t have one bit of empathy for Kazusawa-kun, but I agreed to make 
the conversation flow smoothly. 

"Hey, you have a little sister, right? And that little sister was the reason 


for Hakohiko punishing Kazusawa-kun, right?" 


"What kind of girl is shee" 

Although she feigned disinterest, Kotahara seemed to be quite curious. I 
could understand it. However, Kotohara shouldn't have known about 
Yorutsuki. That meant she’d heard about the situation from Hakohiko 
between yesterday and now. Mukaezuki Hakohiko. Even though he said he’d 


stay silent. 
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"A super cute girl." 

"Uwaah. Isn't that ultra-high praise?" 

"Yes. It's the family I'm proud of. The other day, we were talking about 
where we wanted to live in the future, and then my sister said 'I want to live 
in a snowy country'. When I asked her why, she said 'If there's snow piled 
up everywhere, people wouldn't get hurt when they fell,’ but wait a minute, 
people don't normally fall in places without snow. See, isn't she cute?" 

"Sorry.... That story only transmitted how much you love your sister, not 
how cute she is...... 

"I'm fine as long as that's transmitted." 

"But that's also kind of mysterious. Don't people normally want to hide 
things about their family? Isn't that usually the norm? I have two big 
brothers, but I don't really like talking about them." 

"That's simply because you don't get along, isn't it?" 

"But it's not like we're on especially bad terms. Just, I don't know. Maybe 
there's some bias for people similar to you. Like, you know, your family isn't 
you, but it feels like that." 

"Isn't that obvious, since they're related by blood?" 

"Hmm. So you like your little sister." 

"Because she's family. It's not a question of liking her or not." 

"Family, huh.... It feels like you use that word as a justification. Though 
that’s just my impression. Like you want to stuff everything under the 
banner of family." 

"A justification, huh. No, I don't mean it like that — it's just the easiest 
word to use. For example, I play shogi with my little sister. And midway 
through, we added the house rule of regulating the number of passes. You 
know, like in the card game Sevens." 

"Why?" 

"I told my sister it was to make the game more complex, but in reality, 


doing that made it easier to have a good match and lose seamlessly." 
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"Starting six pieces down or eight pieces down feels like you're holding 
back too much. I'm saying it just so you know, but losing on purpose 
without that was pretty hard, okay? Winning by a large margin was much 
simpler." 
ae So you like your little sister." 

"Aaaas I saaaid, it's not about liking or not. But, well yeah. If you ask 
how I feel, then I like her. We'll stay clinging together until either one of us 
finds a lover. Even I think that. I think there's nothing to be done about it. 
And Hakohiko treats me like a siscon for it. I wish he'd spare me. For real, 
constantly being called a 'siscon' makes me feel like I actually am one. And 
if I try to defend myself, people around me will only insist further. 
Basically." 

As I haphazardly answered, I started thinking that, however nice it was 
to make up with Kotohara, this situation wasn't ideal. I was able to get 
through this time by showing gratitude towards my friendship with 
Hakohiko, but I wouldn't be able to do the same thing every time. How 
should I put it? I felt a bizarre discomfort. A cramped feeling born by the 
fact I didn't have any other option. Up until now, everything had gone 
according to Hakohiko's scheme, and I didn't have any other choice. That 
was also the case for Kotohara. No, hold on. A thought struck me at that 
point. It might not have been so for Kotohara. She might have been able to 
ruin his plan when she heard the situation from Hakohiko. She said herself 
that she was called by Hakohiko at six, an incomprehensible time for a 
meeting, so she just wandered around the school. But if she’d known about 
Yorutsuki beforehand, that possibility was big enough. I couldn’t imagine 
the surprise she showed when entering the kendo hall was an act, but even 
if I couldn’t imagine it, it was certainly a reasonable possibility. To begin 
with, I wasn't that good at seeing through this kind of non-verbal 
communication. I'm bad with lies and misinformation. That being said, 
there would be no point in explicitly asking at this point. It was the same 


either way. The only problem was my cramped feeling of powerlessness. 
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"Kotohara, isn't Hakohiko kind of like that for you? Isn't he almost like 
family? Since you've known him for an eternity at this point." 

"Umm. Well, we definitely have been around each other for a long time. 
I guess he does feel like family. And if I had to say, our relationship is similar 
to a familial bond." 

"Your relationship, huh. Must be nice. There are also some people in 
class saying they'll marry each other after graduating. What about you and 
Hakohiko? Is that kind of thing possible? Do you happen to be in love with 
him?" 

I said it casually, just to joke around, but Kotohara looked displeased and 
turned the other way. She didn't answer. That wasn’t a good sign. Had I 
upset her once again? Or had I simply hit the bullseye? Though it surpassed 
the range of my imagination to see Kotohara and Hakohiko that way. I 
suddenly remembered what Byouinzaka told me. She said that I should 
make up with Kotohara and explain things to Yorutsuki. I was able to 
accomplish half of that, which just left the other half. But the cause of the 
problem was also the rumors that Kazusawa-kun had spread, which 
Hakohiko had put an end to, so it shouldn’t have been that difficult a 
problem. I didn't even have to choose anything. One after another, the 
problems just solved themselves. I didn't mind things being easy on me, but 
still, that unpleasant cramped feeling kept irritating me. The feeling of 
dancing on Gautama Buddha like Sun Wukong wasn’t great either”. 

"Hitsuuchi, say." 

"Yese"! 

Upon being called out, I returned to myself. Kotohara was staring 
intently at me. To the point that I started wondering if she was cursing me. 
A moment's stiffening. 


"You have a string coming off your shoulder." 


” Reference to Journey to the West, the classical chinese novel which notably inspired 
Dragon Ball. 
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"What?" 

"T'll take it out for you." 

Though she said it so simply, Kotohara brought her body closer to mine 
and stretched her hand, then proceeded to hug me. I thought she might have 
lost her balance, but that obviously wasn't the case. Kotohara didn't try to 
get away from me. 

"Sorry. The one I really love is you." 

"_..Why do you have to say it at a time like this?" 

"Sorry." 

"Read the mood." 

"Sorry." 

"Also, that's such a cliche move." 

"Sorry. Even I realize that. But..." 

Kotohara said, still not moving. 

"T’m not really good at this kind of stuff. I was really hurt yesterday. I 
can't bear this. If your sister told you to cut ties with me again, you'd do it, 
right? Then now might be my only chance." 

7 

She’d even heard about that. Well, of course she had. Although wasn’t 
the type to rank friends, if you asked Hakohiko who was more important to 
him between Kotohara and me, he would obviously choose Kotohara. 

EPO This might be a meaningless question, but since when have you felt 
this way?" 

"Last year." 

"But we hadn't met back then yet." 

"Last year's cultural festival. You were hanging out with Hakohiko and 
your class was holding an exposition. You were really cool." 

Cultural festival? I don't remember. What did we do again? No, it's not 
that I don't remember, it just didn't leave much of an impression. It wasn't 
an important event for me, so I didn't pay the details much attention. So a 
me that I don't know about must have caught Kotohara's heart. That kind 
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of thing.... It's not like I can't understand it, to be honest. After all, it wasn’t 
even really me. 

"So, I changed my university of choice. Because I wanted to be in the 
same class as you." 

".,..O0h crap. What an idiot." 

"Maybe." 

"That's why you were strangely good at math. You came from science." 

"Any thoughtse" 

"As I said, you're an idiot." 

"That's.... cruel." 

"Ts it?" 

The actual thought going through my mind was "This sensation, it feels 
similar to being held by Yorutsuki.", but even I realized that I couldn't 
possibly say that. Also, that was only because of their stature. Hakohiko 
might not have been able to rank Kotohara and me, but I didn't have any 
existence that could possibly be equal to Yorutsuki. I simply didn’t. 

"Hey, Hitsuuchi—" 

"The bus is here." 

I said so. It wasn't a lie, the bus was turning the corner right at that 
moment and shining its headlights on the dark spot we sat in. Kotohara 
thought about what she should do, and softly let me go. The fragrance of 
her perfume. The smell of the kendo hall. Palpitations. Her breath. She stood 
up from the bench and sent a lonely look my way. Those eyes were painful 
to look at, but I couldn’t turn away. I felt like I was being pierced through. 

"No response?" 

"Tomorrow." 

I said. 

"Tomorrow, in the morning, I'll tell you. Let me think about it too." 
fest Does that mean I can expect something?" 

"If thinking that makes it easier for you, then go ahead. Certainly, if 


there was no chance at all, I would have turned you down here." 
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nee Got it. Then I'll hold on to some expectations." 

Kotohara nodded and got on. The doors closed shortly afterwards, the 
bus' exhaust making a noise before taking off. I followed the vehicle with 
my eyes momentarily, before it exited my field of vision. I crossed my arms 
and wondered. I’d thought that it wasn't completely improbable. I’d also 
picked up signs from the expressions Kotohara showed me and the glances 
she sometimes sent my way. But I’d rejected those ideas at the time, 
thinking them to just be hubris born from being overly self-conscious. No, 
it wasn't even that, that was a truth I didn't even have to bring down. But 
having that come up just after we made up felt like destiny. I was just about 
to accept through inertia, but pushing the answer off to tomorrow on the 
fly was a good decision, if I do say so myself. No matter how you think about 
it, that wasn't the sort of thing I could decide on my own without consulting 
Yorutsuki. Then, I saw the bus I should have ridden arriving on the other 
side of the road. At that point, I couldn’t catch up even if I ran. Good grief. 
I stood up from the bench and moved towards the crosswalk. By the time I 
got there, the bus had already departed. Given the time schedule, there 
wouldn't be another bus for about twenty minutes. That being said, I didn't 
mind. Setting aside waiting for people, waiting for buses wasn't troubling 
for me. 

Byouinzaka Kuroneko sat on the bus stop’s bench. Not in a jersey, but a 
normal sailor uniform, following school regulations. I'd known her for a 
long time, but that might have been my first time seeing her in a uniform. 
Rather, it was already rare for me to meet her anywhere other than the 
infirmary, and seeing her outside was unprecedented. Hmm, how should I 
say it...° It didn’t fit her at all. No, that’s slightly off. Her skirt was so long 
that she looked like an old-school delinquent. It felt like she might pull out 
a yoyo at any time. Byouinzaka, who spent most of her time at school in 
gym clothes, probably didn't have the mentality to pay any mind to the 
length of her skirt. 
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"Yo, KuroneKo-san. It's been twenty minutes. Are you going home 
nowe" 

"As you can see, Samatoki-kun, the situation is exactly as your eyeballs 
reflect. Can you not believe your eyes? You see, while I would naturally want 
to refrain from walking around at night, rural buses will not empty out 
unless it’s this late. I think I’ve already told you, haven’t I? I would rather 
burn in the flames of Hell than ride on a full bus, packed like sardines. But 
that being said, Samatoki-kun, I am quite impressed by you. You really like 
showing off, don't you? It looks like you’ve succeeded in making up with 
Kotohara-san." 

Byouinzaka made fun of me in a sarcastic tone. 

"Aah.... Were you looking? What bad taste you have. .....So even you go 
home in uniform." 

"IT am not a middle schooler, so coming home in a jersey is out of the 
question. Even I have a sense of shame. That being said, I am astonished, 
Samatoki-kun. Would you normally hug someone so fervently at a bus stop? 
Playing the disciplinary committee role is far from my intention, but you 
should pay some more mind to public order. According to information I 
acquired from TV the other day, that’s what you would call 'lovebirds'. It 
was a Surprise both to hear and see, really; it was very educational. Maybe 
Romeo and Julliet and Paul et Virginie would have been like that if they’d 
existed in reality." 

"You're wrong Byouinzaka, that was.... Hey, wait! If you saw that earlier, 
why didn't you take the bus? Are you going to say you deliberately missed 
it just to make fun of me? You must be really bored." 

"You are half-right, good deduction. I am always impressed by your keen 
insight; I would love to learn from you. However, that was not the only 
reason. Are you relieved? Fufu, my other goal was, you see, to laugh at your 
carelessness. Hey hey, don't call them the same thing. There is a world of 
difference between teasing and making fun of someone, you know? 


Recently, I have been starving for some laughter. Don’t you think being 
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starved of laughter is a more tragic fate than being starved of food? That is 
what I think. Anyway, now I feel so full I could live the rest of my life 
without even a giggle." 

"What’re you trying to say?" 

"Byouinzaka Kuroneko is warning Hitsuuchi Samatoki in a roundabout 
way that he shouldn't pull something like that off in any public place, let 
alone a bus stop. I can only say you got careless, in spite of how careful you 
usually are. This is what you might call a wise man’s mistake; water will 
leak from even the most tightly cupped hands. Or maybe your mind worked 


so well it made a full loop and ended up stupid. Foolish, how foolish." 


"If you say you don't get it then I shall explain it all in order. To tell you 
the truth, I’d already spotted you, Kotohara, and Mukaezuki from inside the 
academy. With my prided cat-eyes, I steadily witnessed you three getting 
along as you went through the gate." 

"What? You should have called out to us, then. It was just the three of 
us, SO even you would’ve been fine, right? If you did that, things wouldn't 
have ended up like that with Kotohara at the bus stop." 

"That phrasing makes me feel bad for Kotohara-san. I won't tell you to 
be considerate, but shouldn't you at least try to make some effort? However, 
I didn't call out to you because I didn't want to bother you three, along with 
one other reason. In short, because in addition to you three, there was one 
other individual between us. She acted as an obstacle and wouldn't let me 
approach you." 

"_....Obstacle..... Was it Kazusawa-kun? No, you said 'she'. Is it someone 
you know?" 

"Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki. Your little sister." 

Byouinzaka said this in an unusually blunt manner for her. 

"By the way, she was sitting next to me until just earlier.” 
sats So that means." 

"From start to finish, she saw everything." 
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Is that what it felt like to lose consciousness? I sat next to Byouinzaka. 
If I hadn't, I would’ve probably collapsed a few seconds later. Really, what 
was that 'I can see the signs of everything being resolved.' Isn't this the 
worst? Compared to this, it would have been way better to just have stayed 
on bad terms with Kotohara and still have the problem with Kazusawa-kun 
left. Oh my god. No...... no, no no, this wasn’t something I should be 
regretting. At that time, I didn't have the freedom to decide that. Certainly, 
I knew that Yorutsuki had a meeting with the cultural staff, so she would 
come home late, and thus it wouldn’t have been impossible for me to deduce 
that she was still inside the academy at that precise moment, but there was 
no way I could have predicted that coincidence. Wasn't it like having your 
shogi pieces moved by an earthquake while you're playing? I shouldn't be 
having any regrets. Now I needed to think up a plan to resolve the new 
problem that had just appeared. To do that, I had to first calmly assess the 
situation. 
ue How was she? Yorutsuki." 

"You are as optimistic as ever. I like that. I’m glad you showed me the 
kind of reaction I expected. I love the part of you that stays optimistic no 
matter what happens. I’ve just measured the time you spent being 
depressed, and it was merely two seconds. You are a pervert, but I look up 
to you for that, never fretting about the past. To be honest, I feel like I‘ve 
gotten more positive ever since I met you. Now, what were the contents of 
your question, again? Right, right, your sister’s behavior. Yes, it seems that 
she was unaware of me.... No, of course, she's probably heard the name of 
the bizarre infirmary student Byouinzaka. However, that was our first face- 
to-face meeting, so she didn’t seem to recognize me. As for me, though, I 
remembered the picture of your precious little sister, which you let me see 
some time ago. You know, that thing you put in your commuter pass with 
utmost devotion. Do you still have it? You switched it with another picture, 
I see. Anyway, I immediately figured out her identity. And the cultural 
committee worked until past seven o'clock today. Close as we are to the 
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cultural festival, they sure are working hard. Well, as far as the events held 
by my beloved academy, since it is a high-level school, this is about the only 
one. Your little sister was following after you, as if trying to hide herself. 
No, I can’t really call it following you, can I? Since her way home is the same 
as yours. Perhaps the reason she didn't call out to you was merely her 
timidity.” 

"And? Byouinzaka, did you call out to Yorutsuki?" 

"No. As you are aware, I am also quite timid myself. Besides, how should 
have I started the conversation? 'Yah, yah, I am glad to meet you, my name 
is Byouinzaka Kuroneko, I frequently talk to Samatoki-kun one-on-one'? 
Really, you should think before speaking. That being said, I still casually 
moved closer to her and had a good look at her expressions. Your little sister 
was in pain." 
leas I see." 

"But the face she made when she witnessed you and Kotohara-san 
holding each other from where you are currently sitting; I might pass for a 
terrible person for saying this, but it was a truly fine sight." 
dake Was she crying?" 

"She was not, but she looked to be desperately holding back. Even though 
nobody was looking at her; how refined. Well, I was looking at her, but she 
never spotted me. And then the bus arrived with perfect timing — although 
if it hadn’t, I could have witnessed a scene of carnage. I don't know what 
happened after she jumped into that bus, but she probably did not cry even 
then. If just crying could solve all of your problems, life couldn’t be easier." 
ree We weren’t hugging each other. She was one-sidedly hugging me. 
She confessed to me." 

"As I’d thought." 

"What's that? Did you knowe" 

"Not really, I hadn’t heard any kind of rumor like that. But I didn’t think 
Samatoki-kun was reliable enough to hug someone on his own volition. 
Even if you convinced me of the apocalypse, you could never make me 
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believe that a siscon prince such as you would attempt to cheat for a mere 
classmate." 

"What's so good about me, anyway? I thought silent and unfriendly 
types were only popular until middle school. I think Kotohara probably 
misunderstood something. We got along pretty well as friends, so she must 
have become delusional. Then I really did her bad." 

"You don't need a reason to like someone. Wasn't that something you 
told me one day? That anything can be a reason for bullying. Whether you’ re 
superior or inferior, clever or stupid. It's the same thing. Both violence and 
love are born from the same place; delusions. Reasons don't matter. You can 
search for them afterwards. However, they are essential for people to live." 

"I feel like you could embellish the way you say that, but...." 

"Then I assume your problems are your little sister and Kotohara-san, 
and you're prioritizing your sister. What are you going to do exactly? You 
can't quite brush it off with excuses when she herself was a witness, you 
know. Furthermore, at this distance and in the dark. The less they can see, 
the more a young one’s imagination is stimulated." 

"That's annoying." 

"Is it? So I guess Kotohara-san isn't to your liking? While she certainly 
isn't an outstanding beauty, it's not like she has many bad features either. 
Samatoki-kun, that reminds me, I’d never asked you. What kind of woman 
is your ideal type?" 

"Aaah..... A modest and lewd girl with big breasts." 

"How frank. Hm, the opposite of your sister, huh. It's not like I can't 
understand it. That's pretty normal — people with siblings of the opposite 
gender tend to prefer partners opposite to them. In that sense, both your 
sister and Kotohara-san are extremely lacking in the breast department, 
though. For women, being slender is cooler, but maybe boys don’t yearn for 
cool girls. Well, not that I care. By the way, not to brag, but my bust size is 
86 cm, an E cup. Having big tits when you're a pipsqueak like me makes 
them overly suggestive, which is a real bother. I'm always wearing a jacket 
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2 sizes bigger to dodge the issue. Fufun, your gaze changed, Samatoki-kun. 
It's useless to stare; my clothes won't become transparent. Well, I certainly 
don’t hate you, so I could let you touch them as a friend, you know?" 

"That would be a difficult request to make. I don't know how to grope a 
friend's breasts. Hey you, stop making that triumphant face. How revolting. 
Who would pay any attention to the embodiment of reason that is you. 
Anyway, that's enough for my tastes, isn’t it? More importantly, then, 
Byouinzaka, don’t you intend to give me any advice?" 

"Is that you asking me for help? Then I shall reciprocate. Use this as an 
opportunity to have a thorough talk with your sister. Depending on how you 
think, it might be a good occasion, right? This sort of problem should be 
resolved before it gets out of control. Now is the most optimal situation to 
resolve things. As a wise old man once said, 'the earth hardens after the rain 
falls,' right? Your sister will slightly distance herself from her brother, and 
you will slightly distance yourself from her. And you can start a provisional 
relationship with Kotohara-san." 

"Why is everyone trying to make me get away from my little sister like 
that? How should I put it, isn't that too easy? I think it's a similar solution 
to stuff like 'no standing in place allowed, then crawl', 'no phones allowed, 
then use a PHS”"', 'no cigarettes allowed, then smoke cigars', 'purchase of 
porno books is forbidden unless you're over 18, so steal them'. Siscons 
aren't really that rare these days, are they? It's acommon story, much easier 
to understand than love of the same gender." 

"Love of the same gender is widespread in many countries, but hardly 
any recognize incest. That is what I call a groundless taboo. Isn't that going 
to stay the same in the future? Things have loosened up quite a bit compared 
to long ago, but even then, they won't tolerate something as crazy as The 
Tale of Genji. If you are calling that easy, then thoughtlessly touching on that 


subject is too careless." 
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"Is it really..... It's not exactly easy, but.... Look, I'm brooding over 
various things." 

"Are you really? Not getting depressed is the same as not brooding. 
Shouldn't it mean your glands aren’t secreting any adrenaline? Even though 
adrenaline isn't something you can underestimate. Hm, so you don't think, 
but feel, then? What a great martial artist you are." 

"Hanh. That's none of your business, I'm not sure how I feel about you 
saying this kind of thing when someone asks you for advice. But I'll use your 
opinion as reference, Byouinzaka. Now that things have ended up this way, 
I probably need to have a talk with Yorutsuki." 

"You bet. Do your best. I would be glad if you could let me hear the results 
tomorrow. Are you free during lunch break? If so, then come to the 
infirmary. Needless to say, be careful not to get spotted by your little sister." 

"Yeah, whatever you say." 

The bus arrived while we were talking. I chit-chatted with her about 
various random things until the station, then we parted ways. From there 
on, we went in opposite directions. I boarded the train alone. It was pretty 
crowded. I was worried whether Byouinzaka would be fine if her train was 
in a similar state, but worrying about that wouldn't do me any good. That 
problem was outside of my range of action. Mukaezuki Hakohiko. Kotohara 
Ririsu. Kazusawa Rokunin. Byouinzaka Kuroneko. And, Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki. 

What to do. 

Things had started getting interesting. 


When I came home, none of the lights were on. I had forgotten that my 
parents were busy with work and wouldn’t come home until the next day. 
Maybe Yorutsuki had stopped by somewhere and hadn't come back yet? But 
that wasn’t the case. I could confirm based on the shoes at the entrance. 
When we were buying shoes, Yorutsuki couldn’t decide and made me 
choose; that same pair was here now. She was unmistakably home. I 
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climbed up the stairs without taking the time to remove my shoes and 
knocked on the firmly closed door of Yorutsuki's room. Naturally, there was 
no response. Either there was no one in there, or she was simply pretending 
to be out. I couldn't tell. 

"Heey, Yorutsuki. It's me, you know?" 

No response. 

"Heeey, it's your big brother, you know? Are you sleeping?" 

I grabbed the doorknob. It didn’t turn. But it wasn't locked, which means 
there should have been a rope or something blocking the mechanism. Now 
it was clear that Yorutsuki was inside her room, and that she was aware of 
my visit. 

"Please let me in, Yorutsuki. Let's have a talk." 

"T swear..... I'll make dinner, so could you come down later?" 

Thinking that pushing too much might have been counterproductive, I 
left it at that and returned to my room, aiming to change out of my uniform 
and into casual clothing. But the instant I entered the room, the will to do 
that completely left me. It was as if a storm had passed through my room, 
leaving a complete mess. As if a herd of ships had passed stepped over it. It 
had evidently been Yorutsuki's doing. She, specialized in sorting and 
ordering things, seemed to be fairly proficient at the opposite as well. This 
looked like a bigger problem than I’d originally thought. I returned to the 
first floor, still in my uniform, and opened the fridge in order to prepare 
dinner. There, my gaze stopped on a cup of yogurt. "Yorutsuki" was written 
with a magic marker. She wrote down her name on everything. Every time 
I saw her do it, I thought of her as childish, but thinking about it, it was the 
same as the name tag on uniforms. Even the jersey Byouinzaka wore had 
her last name written in big letters. And even the pen name pathetically 
written under a novel's title. For everything, for anything, in the end, a 
name was written on it. Rather than to announce ownership, it might be a 
very down to earth problem: to differentiate who was who, and who things 
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belonged to. If you were a teacher and students didn't have name tags, you’d 
probably only be able to tell their genders apart. I found a great amount of 
tofu in the fridge. Then, I guess I should make some mapo tofu. We should 
have had some pasta, so tofu pasta. I left the pasta to boil and prepared a 
side dish while waiting. But, with Yorutsuki on my mind, I couldn't seem to 
focus on the cooking so, how should I say, the result was awful. I knew it 
was a failure before even tasting it. Even then, I arranged the food to look 
somewhat palatable, and brought it to the table. No sign of Yorutsuki 
coming down from the second floor. I didn't have a choice, so I took my 
chopsticks alone. The flavor was light. Who eats mapo tofu with a taste this 
weak? But I didn't have a choice, since I was the one who made it. I knew 
full well the problem wasn't a mistake during seasoning. There’s always a 
different reason for tasteless dishes. Having finished eating, I put 
Yorutsuki's share on a tray and climbed the stairs. Then knocked on her 
door. 

"Hey, I brought you dinner. For starters, please open the door. You just 
need to eat for now. You’re always eating too little. You need the bare 
minimum or your body will break. After all, the season is on the verge of 
changing." 


"Hey! That's enough now, Yorutsuki!"' 

I laid the tray on the floor and hit the door roughly, with so much force 
you couldn't quite call it a knock anymore. 

"We can’t make any progress if we don’t talk, you know! Don’t be 
satisfied just being depressed by yourself!" 

"Hey, Yorutsuki!" 


I hit the door strongly once more. 
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"That's enough! How long do you think you'll be spoiled like a kid?! I 
don't care anymore, do whatever you want!" 

I don't really intend to play the good kid and say that none of this was 
planned. I calculate all sorts of things in advance. That's just the kind of 
man I am. The term ‘embodiment of reason’ would fit me more; I’d never 
once listened to anything other than reason. At the very least, that’s what I 
thought. But at that time, it was true that I’d gotten angry at Yorutsuki. I 
didn't mind if Yorutsuki's personality was introverted and shy. But 
Yorutsuki's attitude of not trying to do anything to sort the situation out, of 
staying locked up in her room and not trying to hear me out, definitely 
wasn't anything admirable. That directly went against my personal theories 
and philosophy. I took the tray back and headed towards the stairs. This 
dish I’d prepared for Yorutsuki's sake looked miserable. It would be better 
off in the trash can. But, at that point, I heard the sound of a door opening 
from behind me. Turning back, Yorutsuki had jumped out from there. Still 
in her uniform, not having changed clothes. 

"N-no, onii-chan!!" 

Screaming and crying profusely, Yorutsuki's legs got entangled. She 
clinged to my slacks, without any restraint. The tray fell down because of 
the shock, and the plate carrying the food fell on the floor. It was made of 
plastic, so it didn't break, but that was the least of my concerns in this 
situation. 

"N-no, no way, no way no way, don't say that!" 

"Yo-..... Yorutsuki?" 

"N-no! No way! Y-you can't. You can't you can't, you absolutely can't! 
You can't hate Yorutsuki!" 

It hit me suddenly. That, although this wasn't the first time Yorutsuki 
had rejected me, it was my first time rejecting her. And that I hadn't ever 
dared to think about what would happen if I did. And..... that I’d just carried 
that out thoughtlessly, without any preparation. 

Without any prudence. 
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"No, I don't want to! O-onii-chan, I won't be selfish anymore, so don't 
throw Yorutsuki away! I will obey onii-chan from now on! I'll listen to you! 
So don't leave me alone! Uwaaa....... Ugh, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, 
I'm sorry—onii-chan, please forgive me...... 

Yorutsuki, looking up at me, her face full of tears. Yorutsuki, looking up 
to me from below with an expression inviting pity. Yorutsuki. Yorutsuki. 
Yorutsuki Yorutsuki Yorutsuki. The sight of her kneeling down and begging 
me for forgiveness was so pitiful, I couldn't bear to look at it. Is that what 
Byouinzaka called "splendid"? Yorutsuki repeated "I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm 
sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry 
I'm sorry I'm sorry", as if chanting a spell. What was Yorutsuki apologizing 
for, exactly? What should I forgive Yorutsuki for? Because she wouldn’t 
come out of her room for dinner? Ridiculous. But the one who’d made 
Yorutsuki act like this was, in reality, me. There was no doubt about it. At 
that time, I finally realized that Hakohiko and Byouinzaka's worries were 
right on point. This was certainly abnormal. This kind of sibling shouldn't 
exist. You couldn't sum it up as overprotectiveness or spoiling. Seventeen 
years. It'd been seventeen years since Yorutsuki was born. I had always 
behaved that way with Yorutsuki. "I was unprepared" - really, what a thing 
to say. This kind of thing not happening even once up until then was 
abnormal. The equilibrium, which had been just barely holding on, had 
finally collapsed. To be frank, up until then, at any point, even the previous 
day, even the day before that, even last year, there had always been a chance 
for it to happen. I’d only been able to protect the equilibrium up until then 
due to constantly treading a tightrope. Of course, Byouinzaka would think 
of it as dangerous. Just how much did I get wrong? Up until now, I should 
have only chosen the best possible option, but perhaps I’d really been in the 
wrong ever since elementary school, ever since that commotion which 
caused us to transfer schools — no, that wasn’t the case. I was sure, it 
wasn’t that I was wrong. There's no way I could've been wrong. Making a 
careless mistake was impossible for me. I’d always been so careful. I won't 
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say I was vigilant in all situations, but at least when Yorutsuki was involved, 
I solved every problem that I could. Then this situation was, for us, the best 
possible outcome. The best close to the worst. Then it couldn't be helped. 
Regretting it wouldn't lead me anywhere. Cursing fate is pointless. Blaming 
God is meaningless. Yorutsuki, still clinging to me, couldn't speak anymore, 
only producing whines and sobs. It truly had been a frail equilibrium. 

This was reality. 

Then — I needed to recognize it. 

And I needed to choose the best option. 

"A-ah — I-I will eat—" 

Yorutsuki suddenly released me. As I was wondering what she was going 


to do, Yorutsuki extended her hand towards the mapo tofu spread all over 


the hallway floor. 

"Yorutsuki... will obey Onii-chan, and immediately, properly... eat her 
dinner, so—" 

"Hey!" 


It wasn't freshly made now, but still, if she stuck her bare hands into the 
food, she would get burned, so I grabbed her hand right before her fingers 
could reach the mapo tofu. Even then, Yorutsuki rampaged like crazy, trying 
to shake me off, then went back to reaching for the food. 

"What are you doing, you—" 

"No, n-no.... I must eat, I must eat, I must eat, I must eat, I must eat, I 
must eat, I must eat, I must eat—" 

"It's fine now! Forget that!" 

"U-u-uuuuuugh, u-uuuuugh...... 

"Idiot, you'd get burned, wouldn't you?! I don't get it, why are you doing 
that?!" 

"Because I like you! Because I like onii-chan! I like onii-chan, I really 
do! Therefore, I'll do anything onii-chan says. Why won't you understand, 
how can you not get it, even though Yorutsuki likes onii-chan, even though 
I've been telling you so forever?!" 
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Yorutsuki screamed. How long had it been since I’d heard Yorutsuki's 
angry voice? Furthermore, for it to be aimed toward me. I felt like I’d just 
awoken after being hit on the head hit with a metal bat. 

"T like onii-chan, I like you, I like you, I like you I like you, I like you 
lots! I like you, I love you! I don't want to get separated, I don't want to let 
you go, I want to stay by your side forever, I want you to stay by my side 
forever! I don't want to hand you over to anyone, I want you to stay only as 
Yorutsuki's onii-chan, I only need onii-chan, I don't need anything else! 
onii-chan is only mine, I don't want him to become someone else's! I hate 
when you talk to others, I hate when you touch others, I hate when you look 
at others, don't be kind to other people, I don't want you to care about 
others! I want onii-chan, onii-chan is Yorutsuki's! I like you, I like you! I'm 
sorry, I'm sorry, I really like you..... I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Please forgive me, 
I like you! B-but, Yorutsuki doesn't need to be onii-chan's number one 
anymore.... I won't be this selfish anymore so...... Yorutsuki can be last — 
so, at least, please don't hate Yorutsuki.... I beg you, please stay at my side.... 
Don't say such cruel things like 'I don't know you anymore'!" 

Screaming like a child, like an animal. Without discretion nor distinction. 
Those fierce emotions.... Yorutsuki had concealed them inside her docile 
personality. I had never thought about it. After that, Yorutsuki resumed 
embracing my legs with all her force. Her strength was awfully frail. 
However, that earnestness of clinging to me as if her life depended on it, 
despite her frailness, because of her frailness, left me without any other 
option. 

"Onii-chan..... onii-chan onii-chan onii-chan onii-chan onii-chan onii- 
chan onii-chan........ onii-chan onii-chan onii-chan onii-chan onii-chan 
onii-chan onii-chan...." 

And...... I had almost no room for options. 

The best option in that mess. 

I... chose it. 

",..You're really stupid and cute, you know." 
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I gently laid my hand on Yorutsuki's head, stroking her hair. 

"There's no way I'd ever hate you, is there? You idiot. Stupid stupid 
stupid. I always say it, don't I? That I cherish Yorutsuki the most. That 
you're always my number one." 

"Onii-chan..... onii-chan—" 

"Here, stand up. How unsightly for a highschooler." 

I hugged Yorutsuki's body and half-forced her into standing up. I 
supported her shoulders. Yorutsuki had repeatedly cried and raised her voice 
enough to still have trouble breathing. Really, just like a child. At this rate, 
I'd have to leave cleaning up the hallway for later. Because of my room's 
state, I took Yorutsuki to her room. I sat on her bed, made her sit between 
my legs, and hugged her from behind as usual. No, gentler and sweeter than 
usual. Like that, I silently waited until Yorutsuki stopped crying. Enough to 
have no idea of how much time passed. 

Ree Onii-chan — you know, Yorutsuki was..." 

"You're the most important for me. More than anyone. More than 
anything. I wouldn't mind killing anyone for your sake. I could do anything. 
Sorry for having made you feel uneasy. Sorry for leaving things vague 
indefinitely. I'm the one who should be apologizing. Sorry." 
re That's not the case. I mean, Yorutsuki—" 

"Hey, Yorutsuki. I was told by my friends that this was a good occasion. 
That the time when we’re fighting is the best occasion to have a discussion. 
I think so too. So I think we should do things properly." 

"Properly?" 

"T'll promise. I'll always be by Yorutsuki's side." 

Yorutsuki turned back, her eyes full of tears. 

"AlwayS........ rae 

"Always. Pll never go away, for life. I swear it." 

Well then, farewell ethics. We’ll probably never meet again. Thanks for 
everything up until now, morals, I’ve been in your care. I will love my sister. 
While crawling my hands, enrolled around her stomach to tease her, I 
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silently moved my palms to Yorutsuki's chest. I could feel a soft sensation 


with my fingers, even through her clothes. 


"What? Did something happen?" 

"N-nuh-uh. Nothing." 

"T see. Then it's fine." 

Yorutsuki tilted her blushing face to avoid my gaze. The sight of her 
made a bolt of sadism and protective desire tingle through me from the tip 
of my toes. With my jaw still on Yorutsuki's shoulder, I continued 
murmuring into her ear. 

"'Siblings is the start of strangers', who cares about that. When we 
become adults, let's leave the house, just us two. We'll find a home in the 
countryside and live there. Even the 'snow country' you talked about is fine. 
I'm not that good with the cold, but I can endure it, if it's for your sake. 
Let's both work jobs we can perform from home. What’s unnatural about 
two siblings living together? Ultimately, it's fine as long as we don't have 
kids." 


Yorutsuki twisted in response to the tickling. As to not let her escape, I 
restrained her body with both my arms and legs. Then, as usual, lightly ran 
my lips on her cheeks, careful not to leave marks. Right, this was the best 
option at the current point. We’d already reached a point of no return. It'd 
be futile to brood over it. There is nothing in this world that can be redone. 
Accept the situation. Perceive reality. Escaping from it is meaningless. 
Instead of being depressed, use your head. There’s always a path to 
salvation. The best possible option will always exist somewhere. Choose the 
best possible option available to you, and you’!l find happiness. 

I removed my hands from Yorutsuki's body and said ''Now," 

"T'll now clean the hallway and make dinner again. Yorutsuki, you should 
change clothes and come eat. While you do that, I'll prepare the bath. After 


you're done eating, you get in first. Okay?" 
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"Ah, yes. Got it." 

"Well then, Yorutsuki. Will you forgive your brother?" 

"O-of course." 

"Thanks. I love you, Yorutsuki." 

As I was about to move back, Yorutsuki twisted her upper body to look 
in my direction and said ''A-ah, onii-chan..." It's not like she tried doing 
anything to stop me, but drowned in her pupils, I couldn't move an inch. 

"Yorutsuki has a request for onii-chan." 

"What?" 

"Mm." 

Yorutsuki closed her eyes, and pushed her lips at an angle facing me. 
Although her expression looked composed, looking closer, she was 
trembling. But it was the same for me. I could clearly feel my muscles 
tensing up. My heart beat like an alarm clock. Really.... Even though she was 
crying to no end just earlier, she switched gears so quickly. I guess Yorutsuki 
was still a girl after all. But..... still, no matter what, I thought that was too 
fast. That completely surpassed the level of sibling skinship we were at. 
sate Trying to tease me?" 

"No, that’s not it..." 
"IT thought children might at least be able to kiss." 
Ie Hmm. Now that you say it like that, it's certainly true." 

What to do. Without even needing to think about it, what Yorutsuki said 
made perfect sense. It's not like I was reluctant to act on it, but.... Our 
parents wouldn't come home. No worries about it being discovered. What to 
do... 

1- Do it. 

2 + Don't do it. 

In this case, the best possible option was— 

"....Can I put my tongue in?" 

"No." 

"Cheapskate." 
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In the end, that day, with the task of remaking dinner and cleaning up 
my room, I ended up sleeping two hours later than my usual time. Yorutsuki 
helped me with cleaning my room, which made it go a little faster, but in 
the end, the difference was between sleeping 2 hours or 3 in class tomorrow. 
I went to bed after wishing Yorutsuki a good night. Then, I thought. I 
thought about Kotohara. With how things progressed, I guess I needed to 
firmly reject Kotohara's confession. Even if our relationship ended up 
breaking apart again, it couldn't be helped, let's give up. I couldn't be that 
selfish. What phrasing would be best to turn her down? 'Sorry, I'ma siscon.' 
Am I stupid? But that could direct unwanted resentment towards Yorutsuki. 
Well, I could just decide upon seeing Kotohara's reaction tomorrow. I didn't 
think I could make a calm decision with my current state of mind. A calm 
decision. Hah, as if someone could stay calm after being confessed to by a 
friend and a little sister on the same day. I should just refresh and reset my 
mindset. I decided on sleeping while thinking about Yorutsuki. No matter 
what I imagined in my head, children probably can't do it. It shouldn't be 
logically and ethically allowed. Probably. 


The next day, I headed to the academy, as usual. But, although I properly 
woke up, Yorutsuki seemed to be more in her dreams than usual. Maybe she 
slept with her head filled with delusions last night too. Wiseacre. I was used 
to sleep deprivation, but it should’ve been harsh on Yorutsuki with her low 
blood pressure. And she probably couldn't sleep in class seven. I found the 
sight of Yorutsuki swaying like a boat very pitiful, so I lent her a shoulder 
the whole way. After finishing climbing the Stairway to Heaven, we passed 
through the main gate. HITSUUCHI SAMATOKI 3Y 08:17. HITSUUCHI YORUTSUKI 
2Y 08:17. Today, we would be model students. Though I'd still sleep through 
the classes. We changed our shoes into slippers. 

"Then Yorutsuki. Let's do our best today again." 

"Uii." 
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"You look cute." 

"Eheheh." 

"What's your plan after school today?" 

"Today's normal, I guess. There's no club either. Ah, I might go to the 
bookstore on the way home." 

"Roger. Well then." 

I waved my hands and headed towards the east building. The one I 
thought about on the way there was Kazusawa-kun. Kazusawa Rokunin- 
kun. A lot happened yesterday, with Hakohiko, with Kotohara, and with 
Yorutsuki, a whole lot happened. But I at least thought Kazusawa-kun's 
case had been fully resolved. Was that really the case though? Was 
Hakohiko's educational guidance enough to dissuade Kazusawa-kun? I didn't 
have a clear image of what kind of personality Kazusawa-kun had. 
Yorutsuki was a softie, so she couldn't be relied on, and it was also unknown 
how accurate Hakohiko's judgement was. What would I do if Hakohiko 
screwed up with his guidance and it only led to more resentment? Thinking 
that way, it might’ve been too soon to feel relieved. Even forgetting 
Yorutsuki, I could predict something perilous might have been born 
between Hakohiko and Kazusawa-kun. In that case, I couldn't continue 
being so irresponsible forever. Hmm, it might’ve been too soon for me to 
take a wait-and-see approach. At that point, at the base of the stairs I 
noticed Hakohiko. He had a good build, so he stood out. What could he have 
been doing there at this hour? Returning from the kendo club's morning 
practice? No, he didn't have the right bag to be doing that. So what was he 
doing? He looked like he was searching for something. 

"Heeey, Hakohiko. What're you doing?" 

"Ah, Samatoki!"' 

When I called him, Hakohiko ran towards me. Then, with an unusually 
threatening tone, he screamed at me. 


"Samatoki, get to the classroom, quick!" 
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"What? Hakohiko, no greetings for me? You know, starting your day with 
a pleasant 'good morning' is—" 

"Enough, I can carry your bag if you want, just run!" 

"What are you saying..... 

"You'll understand when you get there, just go quickly!" 

Understanding that his pressing behavior was unusual, I decided to obey 
Hakohiko's words. I entrusted my bag to him and headed towards the stairs. 
Running, as I was told, I passed four floors all in one go. I ran out of breath 
midway through the third floor, so I lowered my pace. I was lacking in 
exercise. That said, what could have been happening? It was rare for 
Hakohiko to act that confused. The only reason I could come up with was, I 
guess, something involving Kotohara? Then, about the confession from 
yesterday? I arrived on the 4th floor. However, was it really something 
worth making a half-asleep man rush this much? I didn't imagine Kotohara 
Was rampaging with a machine gun in each hand. But, arriving in the 
classroom, I found out that every deduction I’d made had missed the mark. 
Quite a lot of students had already arrived — all of them focusing on a single 
point. That being my desk. Byouinzaka Kuroneko was seated at my desk. 
Unusually sporting the same school uniform I’d seen her wear the day prior. 
Hanging her head, looking disappointed, laying her head on the desk. 

"H-hey—" 

I hurriedly rushed over to her. What a stupid thing to do. Even though 
she knew full well her body couldn't withstand being in a place with so 
many people. The unreserved gazes of the classmates towards Byouinzaka 
hurt her more than necessary. Each one of those gazes was a blade stabbing 
into Byouinzaka's mind. I grabbed her shoulder and helped her up. Her 
face's paleness had already passed the artistic blue and was now in the grey 
zone. Her eyes were so hollow, I wasn't even sure she could perceive me. 

"Hold on, Byouinzaka!" 

"—Yah, yah, Samatoki-kun. Really, arriving like a boss.... I wonder if 
revolutionary Emerald Eyes refer precisely to someone like you. Truly, you 
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are an example to learn from... Although you can't really say I'm Waiting for 
Godot...."' 

I was relieved. If she could be that eloquent, she should’ve been fine. I 
lifted Byouinzaka's body and carried her on my shoulder. Although she was 
a girl, she was still human, so her body was naturally fairly heavy, but I 
endured it. My classmates' gazes became even more focused, but I escaped 
them by exiting the classroom while pushing some people aside. Where 
should I bring her? The infirmary. Somewhere she could rest. But before 
that, an unpopular bathroom. Since her condition was this bad, I should let 
her vomit once. 

"Carrying a maiden of age like luggage isn't praiseworthy..... Also, there 
should’ve been a better way of handling someone feeling sick.... Really, 
people lacking in common sense always fail to produce results.... Fufufu, I 
guess expecting something from a talent like you was unreasonable..... 

While hearing Byouinzaka mumble incoherently on my shoulder, I set 
my sights on the staff bathroom. Although I was slightly hesitant, I entered 
the women's bathroom with her and made Byouinzaka empty her stomach 
inside a stall. However, that didn't seem to go very well, so I reluctantly had 
to insert my hand down her throat. After repeating that for about five 
minutes, "Alright. That's enough," Byouinzaka said, apparently feeling 
better. Finally in her usual tone. 

"Are you fine without being shouldered? Can you walk alone? Well, take 
it easy a bit longer. Aah right, want to drink something? Like cold juice or 
something? If you want, I can go buy some. Also, this, a handkerchief. Wipe 
your mouth." 

"T really apologize for your constant kindness. By the way, did you notice 
the warning chime rang earlier? Then you naturally understand that there's 
barely any time until the actual one. It will surely end up bothering someone 
with a high level of perception like you, but could you skip the first period 
and talk to me in the infirmary? If you want to do something for my sake, 


that's what I would earnestly ask of you." 
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ie What do you mean?" 

"I have something to discuss with you. Would you answer to that as a 
friend, Samatoki-kun? I would like to depend on your benevolent attitude, 
if possible." 

Setting aside the time when she was suffering from the poison of crowds, 
I had no obligation to follow Byouinzaka's request now that she’d recovered 
and talked in an amused tone. But, not knowing the reason why she was 
inside that classroom, I couldn't refuse prematurely. Byouinzaka Kuroneko 
was inflicted with a sort of human allergy similar to scopophobia. Her 
nature made her lose her nerves when among a great number of undefined 
elements. For her to push through that and wait for me there must have 
required some serious business. Judging that, I told Byouinzaka "Got it." 

"Thank you. As thanks, I will overlook you fondling my boobs to your 
heart's content without restraint while you were nursing me earlier. 
ie Please don't make that face, it's simply a joke. I understand it wasn't on 
purpose. It was during an emergency and inevitable. Let us both forget 
about it. Naturally, let's keep it a secret from your little sister as well. Then 
Samatoki-kun, could you lend me your shoulder a bit? Although it's 
embarrassing, my legs are still shaking. People would generally describe it 
as having your knees give out, I guess. What a laughingstock. As you said, my 
future looks pretty severe. I am in quite a bind." 

Moving to the infirmary, Byouinzaka first closed the curtains around her 
bed, then started changing from her uniform to gym clothes. During the 
long silence in which I waited for her to finish, I heard the main chime ring. 
I wondered in what state the class was in at that moment. I hoped Hakohiko 
skillfully followed things up. Aah, that reminded me, that meant I was 
scraping away my promise with Kotohara. ''Tomorrow, in the morning, I'll 
say something." What to do. I wasn’t especially happy about postponing the 
problem. I hadn't had any leeway to look at the others in the class since I 
was so focused on Byouinzaka, but I wondered if Kotohara was in there at 
that moment? 
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"I'm done changing. Please come in," that voice came from inside the 
curtains. I opened them. She was in a loose shirt with short sleeves, a 
transparent tank top decorated with a nametag, and navy blue bloomers. 
Aah, so today was the first of July. The seasons would soon change. Thinking 
"On that topic, where did I put my summer shirts?" I decided to ask 
Yorutsuki that night. 

"By the way....... just checking before we get on topic, but Samatoki-kun, 
did you patch things up with your sister?" 

"Yeah, without a hitch. Your advice was useful, Byouinzaka. I feel like us 
siblings progressed further by talking things out. Let me express my 
thanks." 

"That's the most important. I am truly overjoyed for this self to have 
been of use to you. So, onto the matter of interest—" 

Byouinzaka went straight to the point without taking any of her usual 
long roundabouts. 

"You didn't kill Kazusawa Rokunin, did you?" 

" ......Whate" 

"Take it in the literal sense. It’s very rare for me to say words like these 
without any implied or hidden meaning. Want me to repeat it once more? 
Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun, you haven't killed Kazusawa Rokunin, right?" 

"There's no way I'd do that. Why would you ask that? Don't say things 
like Hakohiko would, please." 

"Hm. So I once again overlap with Mukaezuki-kun, huh. No, you see, 
Samatoki-kun — it's fine, I shall put trust in your words, in our friendship. 
You do know that the machine at the main gate records the students' time 
of entry into and exit from the school, right? You’ve been commuting here 
for more than two years, so you should know." 

"Yeah, I do. Even just earlier, I saw the cold letters HITSUUCHI SAMATOKI 
3Y 08:17. By the way, if my memory is correct, my time yesterday was 08:45. 
I was late." 

"And on your way backe" 
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"Ume" 

"If it's not with the intention of pleasing me, could you refrain from 
showcasing that dumbfounded face? I have no leeway to enjoy it at the 
moment. I asked you at what time you left school yesterday. Please answer." 

"Errr, yesterday evening was HITSUUCHI SAMATOKI 3Y 19:15 I think. 
Sometime around then." 

"Mukaezuki-kun too?" 

"It was the same, yeah. We came out at the same time, after all." 

"Kotohara-san too, then?" 

"Of course." 

"Yes, right. As you said, it's natural. However, that specific time isn’t 
relevant. What I wanted to say just now was that if you enter the academy's 
grounds, you have to leave them too. In spite of that, and listen well, in 
spite of that — there is no trace of Kazusawa Rokunin leaving the academy 


yesterday night." 


For an instant, I couldn't grasp the meaning of Byouinzaka's words. But 
I quickly got there. What she meant was that, after yesterday's events, 
Kazusawa Rokunin didn't pass through that gate with his school ID. That’s 
all it meant. Just that. But I still couldn't grasp the intent behind Byouinzaka 
saying just that so exaggeratedly. 

"What about it?" 

"What about it', you are still so carefree, huh. I heard those facts from 
Kouda-sensei. These are the logs — May 31, KAZUSAWA ROKUNIN 2Y 08:25 
— and no exit time. What do you think that's about?" 

"Maybe he forgot or lost his student ID? If he’d said so to the guard next 
to the gate, he could’ve left and entered without leaving any records, no?" 

"Did you not hear what I said? If you think my story wasn't worthy of 
your time, please say so without restraint. I shall close my mouth for all 
eternity. Listen well, Samatoki-kun, that would mean the same thing would 
have happened when he entered." 

Kee) 


"Then..... he lost it inside the academy, maybe?" 

"That possibility is nil. You'd know by just asking that guard, right? Then 
there would be no need to record anything, and if that was the case — this 
wouldn't have become an affair inside the faculty room, and Kazusawa- 
kun's family wouldn't have called the academy." 

"Faculty room? A call from his family? Is that what’s happening? .....It 
seems like a big deal." 

"An enormous one." 

I had to confirm. Normally, I wouldn't be this tense. But since I got 
involved with Kazusawa-kun yesterday, and not the kind of involvement I’d 
want to tell people about, if Kazusawa-kun hadn’t gone home after that, 
that created a problem I had to think about. Also, even taking those 
circumstances into consideration, no matter how sharp Byouinzaka 
Kuroneko's ears were, if she came to the classroom this early in the 
morning, that meant this became a turmoil inside the faculty room and the 
school quite early today. 

"Even if you say that, if there aren’t any records.... Naturally, that means 
Kazusawa-kun still hasn't come out of the academy, right?" 

"Of course. That's for sure. That gate cannot be forcefully broken 
through. This might not sound good, but this academy's security is on the 
level of a prison. Needlessly high-tech." 

"So does that mean Kazusawa-kun is hiding somewhere?" 

"For a whole night? For what reason?" 

"But, that's the only—" 

"There is a possibility his movements have been restrained for some 
reason. Physical - psychological - mental? What kind of case can you think 
of? Processing situations with limited options is your prided craft, right, 
Samatoki-kun?" 

I was puzzled and couldn't say a word. I could imagine it was because 
Hakohiko hit him so much. Or perhaps he’d been feeling down from the 
mental shock of having been turned into shambles — or maybe, him not 
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going home for a night wasn't a result but a means for an objective he had. 
However, I knew too little about Kazusawa-kun to operate that kind of 
deduction. I had thought the same thing earlier. But I could at least imagine 
two possibilities. The first one is, obviously, that an error happened with 
the recording machine and Kazusawa-kun went off to play somewhere 
without telling his family. And the second one is— 

"Therefore that question earlier, I see. ‘You didn't kill Kazusawa 
Rokunin, did you?' Hm. You have a good sense. Were you worried about me? 
Or perhaps about Kazusawa-kun?" 

"If I cannot end my conversation with you without having to acquiesce 
every little obvious thing, my whole life would be over with just that. Of 
course, I was worried about you. I don't even know Kazusawa-kun's face, 
after all. Also, it seems you were tormenting yourself quite a lot thinking 
about Kazusawa-kun." 

"As if I'd kill someone for such a stupid reason, how ridiculous." 

"No matter how hard you try to make it seem so, from the outside we 
cannot observe your sister as being 'ridiculous' or 'a stupid reason' for you. 
I think that isn't just my personal opinion, but rather a formal evaluation 
anyone would arrive at." 

"Really? If you’ll go that far, I can't deny it. However, Byouinzaka, 
yesterday, that problem was resolved. Maybe I should’ve told you so last 
evening. I'll exclude the details, but it ended with Hakohiko and Kotohara's 
cooperation." 

"Huuuh? What, is that true? So you didn't just reconcile with Kotohara." 

"IT missed the chance to tell you after you started talking about Yorutsuki. 
Well, although I said it was resolved, it's only more or less." 

"Even more or less is better than not at all. There is nothing better to 
hear than it having been resolved. I mean, look, I’m really relieved to hear 
that you are uninvolved with this case. Why, you should have told me 


yesterday. But, however, in the end, this inconsistency still bothers me. I 
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feel uncontrollably ill when facing these kinds of discrepancies or half- 
assed contradictions." 

"But wondering about it won't do you any good, right?" 

I can understand feeling bad when something doesn't make sense. 
Because that's the same thing as abandoning a problem. If possible, I don't 
want to feel like a dog with lots of choices hanging in front of him. However, 
even then, I thought that Byouinzaka's behavior was unusual and overly 
suspicious. No matter what, there was no need to suffer that much by 
coming to the classroom. Even if she was worried about me, I had promised 
to go to the infirmary during lunch break anyway. If it was an emergency, 
she could have just used her phone. Even if you say she couldn't avoid 
attracting attention, she could have also waited for me in the hallway. It 
seemed like Byouinzaka couldn't think straight when under pressure. That 
was a new discovery. 

"Aren't you a little too obsessed with the details? That's called going for 
the minutest details. Fault finding. Of course, I can understand not feeling 
well when the pieces of information you get are illogical. But keep those 
worries to the range of things you can interfere with. Byouinzaka, you 
haven't even met Kazusawa-kun, have you?" 

"Ummm...... that might be true. No, not 'might', what you said made 
perfect sense. As I told you already, it's like a nervous disorder, a chronic 
disease, Piecemaker (Coherence Maker)." 

"Isn't it just one insensitive and stupid brat staying all night at school, 
and his meddlesome family getting overly worried? He seemed quite 
spoiled, that Kazusawa-kun. I think that's the most probable solution, 
realistically. It's a common story." 

"How optimistic. However, Samatoki-kun, excessive optimism isn't that 
much different from foolishness. That’s what I believe. What do you intend 
to do if this happens to connect to a great case which would shake the entire 


academy?" 
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"Even then, it's still better than an excessive pessimism. Worrying 
philosophy is lame nowadays." 

"However, Samatoki-kun, are you really not at all curious? The fact that 
right now, none other than the subject of the hottest topic between us, 
Kazusawa-kun's location, is unknown — are you really not curious?" 

"....That's.... If you put it like that—" 

At that moment, I heard the door behind me sliding open. No knocks. 
Looking at the one who entered, it was natural that there wasn’t a knock, 
as it was the master of the infirmary, Kouda-sensei the school doctor. She 
looked quite flustered, not even processing that I was there instead of in 
class. 

"Ah, Byouinzaka-san! I have to leave the academy for a bit. I'm leaving 
this place in your care!" 

Kouda-sensei said so towards Byouinzaka. For Kouda-sensei to notify 
her of this despite always leaving the infirmary unlocked, I wondered where 
she was heading to. Byouinzaka answered this without any agitation, 
"Understood, sensei,'' she said elegantly, feigning naivete. Following that, 
truly nonchalantly, she asked ''For you to be this agitated, what happened, 
Kouda-sensei?" 

Kouda-sensei answered. 

"We found a corpse in the gymnasium's second floor storage room." 

"Huh. A corpse. How scary. Whose is it?" 

"The kid I was searching for earlier. Kazusawa-kun from the second 
year. That kid's mind is quite gaudy. Don't you know of him? How should I 
Say, it's a strange story, but it looks like he was killed." 

"You heard it, Hitsuuchi-kun." 

Byouinzaka Kuroneko looked at me with her prided cat-eyes, and 
shrugged her shoulders maliciously. I lightly mumbled ''Good grief," and 
averted my eyes. Then, with my eyes still avoiding Byouinzaka, I vaguely 
thought. Hmm, it looks like the situation’s become somewhat of a nuisance 


at this point. I had conceived of various patterns, but that was completely 
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outside the realm of my expectations. I was still soft. However, that at least 
settled many of the problems between me and Yorutsuki for good. 
Thoroughly, without me getting to choose anything. Not having the room 
to make a decision truly made me feel cramped. Although I feel ashamed of 
that, thinking optimistically, let's take at least that as a positive. "I was 
lucky, this kind of thing happens in my life too." Now then, what should I 
do first and foremost from this point onward? 
Let's think. 
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This novel contains violent scenes and grotesque expressions. 


That being said, it's implied that they are merely small events happening 
inside the solid framework of a novel, and most of it is nothing more than 
foolish assumptions unable to detach themselves from rules and order. 
After having enjoyed that violence and grotesque to their heart's content, 
the readers will make an unsatisfied face and return to the world they 
originally belonged to, their world, the normal world. Violence and grotesque 
are just a form of amusement, pure and unadulterated amusement. It's just 
that, only that, and nothing more than that. But the problem here is that: 
"just that" isn't in the sense of "nothing other than that." It's in the sense 
of even though there are multiple choices, we find ourselves making a decision 
while still believing there is only one. Although those are hopeless lyrics, 
worthless words useless as a real world problem, and merely notions 
overlapping with other notions to make food for pseudo- philosophy. By the 
way, Byouinzaka once talked about the difference between logic and 
philosophy. Here is what she said: "Logic is reason and philosophy is 
affection." I didn't even try to understand what Byouinzaka, a master at 
confusing others and being a satirist, said, but here is the impression I had 
of her at that moment — "You are not suited to be a logician.'' She was more 
of a scientist than a philosopher in my mind, and no matter what, her 
methods were too far from logical for her to be called a logician. That said, 
with that perspective, both violence and the grotesque were more 
philosophical than logical, more reason than love, and something to be 
grasped. For example, back when I was in middle school, there was a boom 
in the popularity of mass media shining a light on class disruptions and 
juvenile crimes. At that time, the adults lamented "Why did things become 
like this?" "It wasn't like that before" 'The times..." "Society...,"' or perhaps 
they were actually overjoyed and cheering. They talked about the frailty of 


human relations and communication abilities with know-it-all faces, a bunch 
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of stupid things. Witnessing all that from the sidelines, I, among those 
juveniles in question, thought of bringing up an off-point argument. No, I 
had no intent of engaging with their arguments. I couldn't produce any 
concrete grounds to refute them. Therefore, please continue blaming manga 
and anime and games for the manifestation of violence in kids, that doesn't 
bother me. After all, I think you’re right in that regard. —But, however, 
that’s not what we kids thought was off. For the juveniles we were then.... 
well, at least for me, a youngster committing a crime wasn't really anything 
abnormal. Nothing to clamor about. In reality, the incident I caused to 
protect Yorutsuki back then — the adults were the only ones making a 
racket. My classmates and even the victims themselves.... ''Aah, so this kind 
of thing happens," each and every one of them accepted it without trouble. 
If the adults found out that Yorutsuki was being bullied, they might have 
started asking ''Why was such a good girl being bullied?" and they might 
have asked the bullies 'Why are good kids like you bullying someone?" 
Those questions are both correct and incorrect. Even if they were asked that, 
Yorutsuki and the bunch I’d punished would only think "You don't 
understand." Even when we were mere middle schoolers, we could properly 
comprehend the situation down to its roots. Any one of us could become a 
victim or a perpetrator. And in the truest sense, no one would think "Why 
is this happening to me?" when something went down. At most, they would 
question "Why is this happening only to me?" Regardless of if good or bad 
things happen, wouldn't they be unsurprised at the unexpectedness and 
instead think ''Aah, as I thought. I knew it was something of the sort" or 
"Well, that's about it"? In the end, the world is made in such a way that 
we’re unable to do anything about it. The world, world, world, huh...... The 
world. When I pronounce that word, or when anyone does for that matter, 
no one thinks of the entire Earth, even less of the entirety of the universe. 
From the point of view of our perception, the murmuring of a river flowing 
at the other end of the planet isn't on our mind. Even if globalization 
progresses, even if national borders disappear, for people's brains, or 
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perhaps for their hearts, the Earth is much too vast to be properly aware of 
it all. After all, people already have their hands full with grasping their own 
selves. At most, we refer to the world as our family, friends, school, or 
workplace. An exceedingly small world inside this nearly infinitely vast one. 
Small occurrences happening inside a solid framework, nothing more than 
foolish assumptions unable to detach themselves from rules and order — a 
personal world. That reminds me, what was it again? According to a book.... 
we call our simple and personal stories “novels”. Then there's not even any 
need to change the phrasing. This novel does contain violent scenes and 
grotesque expressions. 

Creak, I heard the door open. 

"Uh-oh. Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun, located." 

"Oh, Kotohara." 

"Good morn'." 

"Isn't it noone" 

"We have to say good morning to people sleeping." 

"Don't stand there." 

"You can see my panties?" 

"Your shadow is bothering me." 

"Mm..... Ooh. So you're looking at the sun." 

"As if I could do that. I'm looking at the sky." 

"Sky. The sky, huh. How coool." 

"Well, I can see your panties too, though." 

"Perv." 

Kotohara laughed and laid beside me on the tile roof of Outouin 
Academy's eastern building. I didn't have the leeway of warning her that 
her uniform would get wrinkled. Well, it was fine. It was neither my uniform 
nor Yorutsuki's, but hers. She had the right to handle her possessions 
however she wanted. At least, it wasn’t something I should’ve been 
interfering with. Kotohara didn't look in my direction but only up, toward 
the sky. A blue sky. Not completely cloudless, but still of a piercing blue. A 
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dazzling sun. Just looking at it felt pleasant. Just looking at it made me feel 
like the world was peaceful. Just looking at it made me feel refreshed. 
Although that was nothing but an illusion, and the sky was only blue 
because of the particles in the air. 

"Great weather, isn't it, Hitsuuchi?e" 

"It's certainly not bad." 

"Why are you skipping classes?" 

"You’re doing it too." 

"IT simply felt bad." 

"T had a headache in my head." 

"You're being redundant." 

"But it's not really wrong. If you say you have a headache in your 
stomach, that'd be wrong though. If being redundant is wrong, then you 
naturally shouldn't use terms like 'end result' either, no?" 

"That's sophism." 

"'T like girls' is out too." 

"T told you that's sophism." 

Kotohara stood up, giggling. It didn't seem like she’d come to this roof 
to see the sky. Not that I’d skipped classes and laid down here just to look 
at the sky, either. But if you asked me whether I had another goal in mind, 
I’d say no. I didn't have an objective..... Right, in more than one sense, I was 
lacking an objective. I was terribly free in this situation. How should I put 
it.... It's the same sensation as having finished answering all the questions 
in a test but still having more than half of the time left, that'd be a common 
comparison. I had nothing to do. I had too few problems then — even 
concerning my little sister, Yorutsuki.... and her, Kotohara Ririsu. 

"Hey, Hitsuuchi." 

"What?" 

"Aren't you scared?" 


"Well, even I’m somewhat scared." 
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"Even though it should be the same old school, the same as last week's, 
it feels like the entire scenery changed with just one person’s death." 

"The scenery changed?" 

"The so-called stump out of the blue?" 

"The bolt. Well, stump could work too in this case, I guess." 

"How should I say it.... now it feels like anyone could just die at any 
moment. If I had to put it into words, that'd be it. See, if you go over that 
fence and jump off, you'll die, right?" 


I purposely chose to remain silent. I waited two seconds, then spoke. 
"Kotohara, you're only temporarily thinking that after learning about 
Kazusawa-kun. All I can see is the usual school. You're talking about going 


over that fence, but that thought wouldn't cross my mind in the first place." 


She was smiling. It wasn’t nice seeing Kotohara make such an 
expression. Unable to bear watching, I stood up, faced Kotohara, and started 
speaking "Aah," I took one more pause, then said. 

"Kotohara. What are you scared of?" 

"Who knows..... Unlike you, I'm pretty stupid. I can't put it into words 
very well. But, let’s see... To just state the conclusion, I... I'm scared of 
dying." 

"Scared of dying?" 

"Ah..... No. That’s wrong. Not that. Those aren’t my true feelings. Let me 
see.... I'll correct myself. I—" 

Kotohara said, while mixing in a faint self-deprecating laughter. 

"I'm scared of getting killed." 

Scared of dying. Scared of getting killed. The difference between these 


two is so small you wouldn’t usually need to think about it, but it becomes 
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helplessly large once you do. I became conscious of that gap during the time 
when I read Edogawa Ranpo. Of that disparity you aren't normally conscious 
of. Then, for Kotohara, Kazusawa-kun's death had enough meaning as to 
trivialize the experience of reading that book. People can get killed. 
Acquaintances can get killed. Yeah, certainly..... That incident had that much 
meaning. 

"But you won't get killed." 

"Whye" 

"...What?" 

"Why can you say that so confidently?" 

"I mean, you have no reason to get killed, right?" 

"Kazusawa-kun surely didn't have one either. He might have done a few 
bad things, he might have been a problem child..... but do you think that 
was reason enough to be killed? Of course not..... No matter the reason, it’s 
never enough to kill someone." 

That's a docile opinion, I thought. But I had no intention of laughing it 
off as foolish. If you can persevere through life with that opinion, if you can 
keep living with that perception, there’d be nothing more wonderful. 

"A groundless murder, huh. Well, even having a reason doesn't justify 
murder. Reasons and motives, both are ridiculous. Also, any trivial thing 
can become a cause for anything—" 

"So maybe I'll be killed without a reason too. Maybe one day I'll 
suddenly, abruptly, without any reason, get killed. Aren't I right? Isn't that 
the case? I'm sure it is." 

"By who? The person who killed Kazusawa-kun?" 

"Yes. Right, maybe. I mean, for that person, they've already killed 
someone, they already became a murderer, they already commited a crime, 
so killing a few more wouldn't change their mood much, would it? Once you 


break apart, only collapse awaits you." 
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"Yeah, that's probably true. I don't know whether Kazusawa-kun's was 
their first victim or not, but Kotohara, what you're saying is probably 
correct." 

"Then—" 

"Then, however, tell me, Kotohara, what difference is there between 
someone who has already killed and someone who hasn't yet? If you're 
scared of murderers, then how can you not be scared of people who haven't 
killed anyone? Even for people who have killed, there was a time in the past 
when they hadn't yet, wasn’t there? There's a first time for everyone. You 
can't become a veteran without experiencing a first time. Saying you're 
scared of murderers is the same as saying you're scared of humans. Even if 
they've killed someone, people who don't kill just won't. And even if they've 
killed no one, people who kill will kill. In the end, there's no difference 
between the ones who kill and the ones who don't. Killing and not killing is 
nearly the same thing, for anyone. Kotohara, Kotohara, Kotohara Ririsu. No 
need to worry, the world has always functioned that way. You and I have 
both been living in a world ruled by such a mechanism. Kotohara, what 
you're carrying are useless worries. The world hasn't changed; it continues 
being the way it’s always been. If anything’s changed, it’d be your position, 
Kotohara. Only your perception has shifted. The world hasn't changed in 
any way, shape, or form. Don't misunderstand, be at ease. You can be at 
ease. Your world has suffered no changes. All that happened was that an 
actor concluded their role and exited the stage. That kind of thing must have 
happened before, too, and will continue to happen in the future. You're 
simply being sentimental over a single example you handpicked." 

"Anything?" 

"That phrasing..... is horrible." 

"Ts it?" 

"It is." 

"T wonder." 
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"It's not like you. I heard you had a conflict with Kazusawa-kun, but that 
doesn't justify it. It's still not like you." 

"Like me, huh..... I think I've always been like that, though. I feel like 
I've always told you similar things. Cynically, like I was far away. If I 
remember correctly, you're the one who told me those words, am I wrong?" 

Kotohara showed a bitter smile. 

"And after that, I added 'but in reality, you're kind'." 

"'In reality, you're kind', huh — Kotohara. What do you think 'in reality' 
is?" 

"T don't know." 

"Tn reality’ only means it's not a lie. It doesn't necessarily mean it’s the 
truth. This world is mostly made of lies more veracious than the truth, you 
know." 


"I’m made of lies." 

Right, I think that’s it. That’s what it ultimately comes down to. I, all of 
us, we’re made of a sliver of truth drowned in a helplessly huge amount of 
lies. An awfully violent structure and an awfully grotesque composition. All 
I can say is "my condolences." Typical of ourselves. If I were to apply that 
expression in an adequate place, I would end up becoming an existence so 
gross it's sad. 

"T wonder who killed him." 

Kotohara said. 

"T wonder who killed Kazusawa-kun." 

"Who knows. Since he got killed, someone must have done it. You might 
think I'm cold, but that's all I can think. About what you said earlier, I've 
only met that guy twice, so he didn't leave much of an impression on me. I 
don't have much emotional attachment..... unlike you." 

tpg 

Looking like she was about to say something, Kotohara seemed to get 


stuck on her words. She seemed to be suffering a little. This is wrong, I 
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thought. What was that? It was like I was taking my frustration out on her. 
Venting, me? Why did I have to do something so unproductive? Moreover, 
against Kotohara? Kotohara didn't say anything. I didn't either. A silence 
where neither of us tried to express anything continued for a while. It's not 
like I couldn't bear it, but that silence must have been quite harsh for 
Kotohara. 

"You felt sick, right?" 

I walked away from Kotohara, over to the fence she’d been pointing 
towards earlier, and leaned against it. 

"Just go now. I reserved this spot first." 

"Hogging this large rooftop all to yourself?" 

"Early bird gets the worm." 

"Tch, really." 

"You felt ill, didn't you? Go to the infirmary. You can sleep well there. 
You won't get scolded even if they catch you ditching class there." 

"T hate the infirmary." 

Kotohara said. 

"It's weird. Hitsuuchi, have you been skipping all day today?" 

"I'm going to attend in the afternoon." 

"Is that so. Then, bye nyaaan." 

The sound of the door opening, then closing. A normal 
conversation......well, it couldn't really be called that, but Kotohara Ririsu 
and Hitsuuchi Samatoki's conversations tended to be like that. I vacantly 
stared at the long shadows covering the ground. A rural town. A group of 
buildings erected half-assedly in-between mountains, a truly unnatural 
nature. This scenery was, for the time being, a part of my world... 
probablly...... I think. Just by thinking so, I can incorporate it into my world. 

"'There's no difference between those who kill and those who 
don't."........ Huh. You really spoke like you knew it all there. Quite splendid, 
if I do say so myself, Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun. Where in the world did the 
composed and cool you go off to....... 
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Then, I want to ask myself. If killing and not killing are the same— What 
difference is there between me and someone else being killed? ....... How 
much of the same elements does someone else doing the killing and me doing it 
share? The same elements, something similar. Kazusawa-kun—a week had 
already passed since the discovery of Kazusawa Rokunin's corpse. Naturally, 
the academy closed for a while. In this case, it didn't matter that he was a 
regular of the kendo club or that he was part of class seven. It might not have 
been necessary with an accidental death, but with a scandalous incident like 
a murder on the school grounds, Outouin Academy wasn't so thick as to 
continue the lectures normally starting the following day. Well, they still 
gave us an adequate amount of homework, though. Anyhow, starting from 
that day, the lectures had finally resumed. Although I did attend the 
assembly in the gymnasium early that morning (the contents of course 
being about Kazusawa-kun's death. About ''grieving his death" or whatever. 
Other than the principal and the school guidance teacher, a representative 
from Yorutsuki's class said some things (it wasn't Yorutsuki so I didn't 
really listen to it). I couldn’t seem to muster any motivation, so ever since 
then, I’d spent my time here, on the academy's rooftop. What am I doing...... 
I wondered that. The action of skipping classes didn’t fit me. Especially 
when I didn't have any objective. If you don't have anything to do in the 
first place, why not just attend classes? Even though you know nothing good 
comes out of skipping classes. No matter how high your grades are, skipping 
only leaves a bad impression. Why was I ignoring that and—what was I 
thinking about? ...... I didn't even have to question that. It was probably the 
same as Kotohara. I was surely—yeah, although I didn't want to admit it...... 
I was scared. Scared of getting killed. Getting killed. From Kazusawa-kun’s 
death, I learned that this truth..... existed in this world. It became real, and 
I ended up recognizing it. The fact Kazusawa-kun died. That, in itself, was 
certainly convenient for me, convenient for my world. Thanks to someone 
killing Kazusawa-kun, the problem between him, Yorutsuki and me got 


resolved. That...... really was certain. My cognition of that was correct. 
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But...... people who get killed die. Killing, and being killed. Right. It's on par 
with the experience of reading some novel? What nonsense. How stupid. 
Even after reading many Edogawa Ranpo works, even after reading many 
Okamoto Kido works, even after reading many Ooshita Udaru works, you 
can't understand that sensation without experiencing it firsthand. The fact 
that, in violent and grotesque places —there exist people who get killed and 
people who kill. People who kill. People who get killed. "Anyone of us could 
become a victim or a perpetrator.''—the cognition beyond that. If you can 
get by without encountering it, that would be for the best. "Children 
wanting to touch taboos" is just an ignorant, ridiculous, and foolish 
expression. " They can only feel reality in fiction" is preposterous. The 
violence and grotesque written within the framework of novels; genocides, 
wars, rapes, cannibalism, betrayal, destruction, revolutions, terrorrism, 
incest—in the end, all of that is nothing more than a line-up of words. Not 
being able to feel reality in reality is nothing more than a frigidity and 
nonintervention from the side of the person who feels, reality is constantly 
there, not inside fiction. Good grief, no wonder detective novels or whatever 
only talk about killing and murder cases and kill characters off as easily as 
adding and subtracting. Really, how foolish. All irritating pipe dreams and 
self-serving opportunism. That kind of thing is nothing but a bunch of 
words next to the undulating reality pressing closer. A virtual reality and 
virtual experience. And they’re fine because they are virtual. Even though it 
would be for the best if you lived your whole life with only tame opinions. 
What I told Kotohara earlier was what I’d repeated to Yorutsuki for the past 
week. At this point, I was just saying it for my own sake. Although, when 
confronted with Kazusawa-kun's death, Yorutsuki showed a surprising 
amount of indifference. Her only response was the same as Kotohara’s: "I 
wonder who killed him". That was all she’d wondered about. Right— 
exactly. Even though it’d already been a week since the discovery of 
Kazusawa-kun's corpse, the culprit had yet to be arrested. The mass media 


were coming up with various rumors over various dubious hypotheses, but 
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no decisive conclusion had been reached. Perhaps the police already had an 
idea of who the killer was, but at the very least, the murderer who ended 
Kazusawa-kun's life was still running loose. Near this school. Just thinking 
someone like that existed near me or Yorutsuki honestly made me shudder. 

Aah...... right, right, speaking of indifference, Kotohara was the same too. 
This morning was the first time I’d met her in some time, but before that 
she’d called me once while the school was closed—"Sorry, what I said the 
other day was just a joke, so forget it." What she said the other day—in 
other words, her confession of love. "When school resumes, talk to me 
normally.".....so she said. Hm..... maybe she hadn't come here just by 
coincidence, had been ditching classes searching for me. It might not be 
worth worrying about at this point, but thinking there's a possibility it 
might have been, I’d ended up thinking about it anyway. However, whether 
I think about it or not, with that phone call, the problems I’d been 
carrying—about Yorutsuki and about Kotohara—had been resolved. The 
ones about Yorutsuki by Kazusawa-kun's death, and the ones about 
Kotohara by her own words. No problems were left anymore. 

Then...... what was this sensation? 

This unpleasant sensation. 

1- The sensation of having let someone else do my job. 

2 - The sensation of everything being resolved while I was lost. 

3 - The sensation of crossing the point of no return. 

4,* The sensation of pessimism from having recognized the cruelty of 
death. 

This was...... not the kind of question you could answer just by choosing 
one correct option. Among the 4 options, at least 2— likely 3—or even all 4 
might have been correct. For now, it was clear that my heart felt heavy. Aah, 
really, from the bottom of my heart, I felt like vomiting. I wanted to irritate 
people. I wanted to vent unproductively. It felt like a part of my heart was 
broken. Something important had spilled out of it and I was just looking at 
it in silence. It was tasteless, as if munching on sand—rather, on gravel. 
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Good grief, the Hitsuuchi-kun who usually spouts self-important stuff 
looks like a mess, doesn't he? 

Think—even if you say that.... 

I have nothing left to think about. 

I had realized that. 

"T feel sick......" 

With the chime announcing the start of the lunch break as an impetus, I 
got away from the fence. An opportunity, huh. After all, during that break, 
a bunch of people (mainly girls) came in swarms to eat their bento here. I 
stretched. Having lied on the same hard tile floor for a long time, my body 
was feeling somewhat painful in some parts. Well, that's not a big deal. I'm 
young. My mind was the more important matter. Despite saying I'd go to 
classes starting from the afternoon, I didn’t feel well enough to do that. I 
didn't feel like going back to the classroom. What do you do when you feel 
bad? 

The answer is obvious. You go to the infirmary. 

"Yah yah, I'm really grateful you came, Samatoki-kun. It feels like a long 
time has passed since I’ve last seen you, but when I realize only a week has 
passed, I feel that must just be me being sentimental. However, try thinking 
about this, about the colossal amount of camaraderie I feel towards you. 
Looking at it relatively, for me, a week where I lose the opportunity to meet 
you is equivalent to 10 years of us being apart without even exchanging 
letters. Don't you think so too? Also, right, I feel like I’d asked you quite the 
rude question that day, so just worrying and worrying and worrying about 
what to do if I’d saddened you threw me down a well of insomnia. Do you 
think I'm getting too ahead of myself? However, faint-hearted people such 
as myself cannot help but be cowardly, especially when it concerns an 
important friend. Does he now hate me? Did my words just now worsen his 
mood? What were the real intentions behind his words from earlier? Despite 


what he said, hasn't he actually started hating me? Did I hurt your feelings? 
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Even if I can endure being hurt, I cannot endure hurting you..... Ahaha, in 
that sense, I'm not a paranoid victim but a paranoid perpetrator." 

"Victim..... and perpetrator huh." 

I sat on the end of the bed, facing away from Byouinzaka. There was a 
chair further away, so if I wanted to, I could have sat there, but I somehow 
felt like talking to Byouinzaka from that distance. I felt like talking to 
Byouinzaka. How should I put it...... it was certainly a rare feeling. In that 
sense, I guess you could say I’d been feeling bad. I turned my head slightly 
backwards and observed Byouinzaka's body. Byouinzaka, whose upper body 
was raised from the bed, wasn't covered by the duvet. 
ee I might have told you this last year, but..... you know, bloomers suit 
you insanely well. Even more than the tracksuit, they look quite nice on 
you." 

"Really? I personally feel somewhat embarrassed by it though. Well, if I 
had to say, having a big name tag stuck on me might be more embarrassing. 
When a name is written on me like that, I feel like a piece of property. 
Regardless of whether it suits me or not." 

"Your legs are long despite your height..... No, your upper body is short, 
maybe? It feels like both..... But are you sure you have all your organs in 
there? Your skin is loose so it's hard to tell, but looking closely, your waist 
is way too thin, isn't ite" 

"Hmm. Well, you could say that. Iam aware too that my stature is poorly 
balanced for an organism." 

"Well, even taking that in account, your legs are long. You're pretty." 

"Want to touch theme" 

"No, I'll decline. I just wanted to say it. I'm not that interested in legs." 

"Is that so. A shame." 

Byouinzaka returned the beautiful legs she had smoothly extended 
towards me to their initial position. To be honest, even I thought it was a 
shame. It's not like I didn't think just touching her legs would have been 
fine, but something pushed me to decline when dealing with Byouinzaka. A 
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taboo..... even if that can't count as a reason, it felt somewhat impure..... Not 
that I’m that pure of a human. Neither pure nor innocent. Although that 
might simply mean I'm impure. 


Byouinzaka tilted her head. 

"Why are you not saying anything, Samatoki-kun?" 

"Same for you. Talk on and on without any regard for me, like you 
usually do, miss orator. I'll listen to it in silence and sometimes throw back 
a boring interjection." 

"That means, Samatoki-kun, that you haven't read the message I left 
in your textbook today?" 

"Mm? Aah.... you bastard, so you've once again scribbled on my 
textbooks? Which one was it this time? Yeah, you see, I've been playing 
hooky all day after the school assembly." 

"I see. Then, Samatoki-kun, that means you came to this infirmary, to 
me, to Byouinzaka Kuroneko, purely of your own will? I am glad! Thrilled! 
An Ode to Joy!" 

"Ode to Joy, huh..... So, what’d you scribble on those books more 
important than my own life this time around?:" 

"Mm? Aah...... I want to bathe in this joy for a little longer, though. Also, 
now that things have come to this, to this situation, there's no longer any 
great meaning to it. But even then, it doesn't change the fact that answering 
your question honestly would be the greatest proof of sincerity there is, so 
I shall answer truthfully. Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun, this is what I wrote in 
your history textbook—I have something important to tell you regarding your 
little sister, so come see me during lunch break." 


"......My little sister?" 
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Little sister—Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki. I reacted to those words, instinctively 
got off the bed, approached Byouinzaka and grabbed her shoulders. You 
could get it by just looking at her, but touching her deepened the 
understanding that Byouinzaka Kuroneko was an incredibly petite girl. 

"What do you mean? Something important..... Also, what do you mean 
by ‘it doesn't mean anything now'?" 

"Yes. The meaning was lost. So you can be at ease. I don't mind you 
grabbing my shoulders, but I’d prefer it to be in a different kind of situation. 
Well, be at ease. The meaning has completely vanished—That is, you see, 
because me having something important to tell you regarding your sister 
was a lie." 

"What?" 

"That was a means to call you here. After all, you ignore my calls from 
time to time. I wanted to be sure you’d come no matter what today, so I 
used the emergency means of putting your little sister out as a bait this 
time—eh, uh-oh, oops, don't get angry. I told you the truth believing in 
your coolness. If you think about how no one is more sincere towards you 
than me, would you understand that using such a means to call you here 
means that I have an adequate reason for it? I'm sure you are reasonable 
enough to understand that." 
ates Certainly—at this point, right." 

I released Byouinzaka's shoulders. Certainly—at this point, if I scolded 
every little thing Byouinzaka Kuroneko did, my body wouldn't hold. 
Expecting common sense from her was hopeless, being mad only made me 
look stupid. If I didn't want to look stupid, I should have learned from the 
somewhat lengthy relationship we'd had. 

"So? What's your real motive? You have one, right?" 

"I'm grateful that you noticed. You are a far, far more magnanimous 
person than myself. You are beyond my reach, that is a heartfelt belief of 
mine. What I want to talk about—this is more like a consultation. No, not 


that..... A request? I'm asking for your help, Samatoki-kun." 
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"My help, huh......." 

If I had to say, I also wanted some help myself. That said, it wasn't clear 
what I wanted to be helped with, so I had no way of asking for advice. I 
simply came to this infirmary as symptomatic treatment. 

"It's about Kazusawa Rokunin." 

Byouinzaka briefly cut in. 

"About the murder case concerning Kazusawa Rokunin." 

Sete What a coincidence. I came here because of that case too." 

"Hoohe" 

"Though on my side, it's quite vague. Various problems had been 
resolved on their own in various ways—you could say that was lucky, you 
could say it was a godsend, but I just can't accept it. How should I put it, it 
feels like 'just that' ? —I can't shake off the feeling of having no room to 
choose, of running on top of set rails." 

"Hm. Is it about your little sister?" 

"Kinda. Also about Kotohara." 

"Huume? Did something happen to Kotohara?" 

"Who knows.... Really, I can't seem to understand women's hearts. No 
matter how you think about it, that's not on the side of logic but philosophy. 
Even for Kazusawa-kun's problem.... it feels like Hakohiko solved 
everything on his own..... 

Also, for the situation with Yorutsuki after that, everything that 
happened was nearly completely different from my plans, if you can even 
call them that. My cognition on that point was too soft. All I can say is that 
I was immature. But even if I say it that way, it's not going to change 
anything. No—really, what is it, this sensation. It wasn't like that until 
recently. My world was peaceful, or so it should have been. What could it 
be? Since when? Was it when I heard about Kazusawa-kun's death? Was it 
when I hugged Yorutsuki? Was it when Kotohara confessed to me? Or maybe 
when she retracted that confession? I feel like I was still calm when I heard 
about Kazusawa-kun's death...... Or maybe everything was a factor leading 

133 


to that feeling? In fact, I can't put up with it. That most of what occurs in 
my narrow, personal world is a factor leading to this vague feeling. That one 
of the few exceptions is..... this Byouinzaka. I stared at Byouinzaka. 

"T understand how you feel, Samatoki-kun." 

Byouinzaka said. 

"Of course, since there is an absolute distance between us, an absolute 
barrier, thinking that I fully understand your feelings might be nothing 
more than a misconception on my part. Maybe I ought to have said 'I am 
not you, so I cannot understand how you feel' here, and that might have 
been more accurate. But you see, even when speaking the truth, I think there 
are some you can and cannot say. And in that same fashion, even for lies, 
there are some which must be said. Therefore, I phrased it like that, 'I 
understand how you feel, Samatoki-kun'. And to be frank, it's not like I 
don't understand your worries. For me, those worries are something I have 
been carrying with me for my entire life." 

"Worries? Is this feeling worrying?" 

"Yes, that is the best way to put it. It could also be named fear too...... 

"Fear...The fear of thinking I might get killed?" 

"What's that? That's just common sense, not even worthy of being called 
a fear. Fear is, you see..... it’s the fear of thinking 'Am I unrelated to this 
world?’ The fear of the world progressing without you. You are worried— 
about the world." 

" 

I nodded. Without letting any of the questions surging up inside my heart 
surface. Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 'You are..... You’ve always been carrying this 
kind of worthless doubt in your heart and living with it?', 'Have you been 
carrying this useless feeling, not concrete enough to be called a worry or 
fear for 10 years or so?' That's too foolish. But, if it was this woman, if it 
was Byouinzaka— it could be possible. 


"Worries must be erased." 
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Byouinzaka stood on top of the bed. No matter how petite she was, I 
would have to look up if she stood straight on the bed. Those words might 
not fit someone from the same grade, but her stature, her posture made her 
seem like a hero. 

"With this, I gained a sense of purpose..... Frankly, I was feeling guilty 
about being too egotistical. I was hesitating, but now my armaments of 
reason are perfect. I can now brush aside the feeling of impudence. There's 
no way that working for my most precious friend can be a mistake. And if I 
take a slight portion of my worries being solved as payment, no penalty 
would be in effect." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"There are a lot of points that don't sit well with me about Kazusawa- 
kun's murder, you see. Not that I'm not satisfied or cannot comprehend.... 
Points that don't make sense, points I cannot agree with. That is what 


constitutes my worries. I called you here today to erase them." 


Erase, huh. That reminded me of last week, when Byouinzaka acted so 
absurdly just to ask me about Kazusawa-kun. So today, she either wasn't as 
much at her wits' end, or she’d learned from it...... Well, either way was fine. 
However, she went with 'points that don't make sense’, huh. That's kind of 
a bizarre way to phrase it. 

"Hop." 

"Woop." 

I noticed Byouinzaka was about to jump down from the bed so I hurriedly 
moved away. Byouinzaka laid a hand on top of my right shoulder and lightly 
made her landing. Following that, she put on the slippers laying besides the 
bed and tapped the point of her feet against the floor, adjusting her shoes. 

"Then, shall we go?" 

"Go? Lunch break is gonna end. Where do you intend on going? I came 


here to leisurely talk to you all afternoon, you know." 
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"That is a tremendously attractive offer that makes me very very happy, 
but you see, now is our only chance. Chance of what you ask? Isn't that 
obvious? Isn't it, Samatoki-kun? It's a helplessly fixed affair. If you keep 
asking about every little thing, I'm worried about what awaits us. If I had to 
say, and I'm only talking about today, Samatoki-kun, even if you try to 
show your involvement by taking the role of the interrogator, if you, the 
vital component, act like that, we would spend our entire day foolishly 
sending questions and answers back and forth. In my opinion, that stale 
situation must be avoided at all costs. However I should still answer that 
question, so I shall answer straightforwardly, without adding any 
unnecessary words. Samatoki-kun, listen well. We only have this hour, we 
only have today’s fifth period...... the time when no one, not any class of the 
first, second or third year is using the gymnasium. In the sixth period, the 
girls from classes 1-7, 1-8 and 3-1, 3-2 will start using it. And needless to 
say, clubs will begin their activities after school. And since prefectural 
tournaments are close, everyone is desperate. But that doesn't mean they 
are the only desperate ones, I shall become desperate too. We can't really 
wait until club activities end. I wouldn't mind, but it would pose some 
problems for Samatoki-kun. Therefore, we only have the approaching fifth 
period. We cannot let this blank moment slip away from us, Samatoki-kun." 

"Then, we’re going to the gymnasium? To do what?" 

"Investigating." 

Byouinzaka answered, as if it was obvious. At that moment, the chime 
announcing the end of lunch break rang. Upon hearing that, Byouinzaka 
said 'Hmm. At last I'm now able to act.'"' That was indeed true, for 
Byouinzaka, who could not bear crowds, during lunch break, when students 
were scattered all over the place, she was trapped inside the infirmary. 
However, aS usual, the school doctor Kouda-sensei wasn't here..... I 
remembered what the doctor had told Byouinzaka and me. We found a corpse 
in the gymnasium's second floor storage room. The kid I was searching for earlier, 
Kazusawa-kun from the second year. That kid's mind is quite gaudy. Don't you 
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know of him? How should I say, it's a strange story, but it looks like he was killed. 
'Don't you know of him?', I mean.... At that time, Byouinzaka and I had been 
talking about Kazusawa-kun. 

"Hey hey, what are you spacing out for? No matter how much you act 
like time is eternal, it is a shame, but we are living. Now, let us go. However, 
Samatoki-kun, I may be late in saying this, but the summer uniform suits 
you unexpectedly well. I'm falling for you all over again. For school 
uniforms, there are inevitably those suited for them and those who aren’t. 
For a man like you, I can't say a gakuran” fits." 

"Shut up. That essentially means 'long sleeves are somewhat less bad 
than gakuran', doesn't it?" 

"No need to receive it in such a twisted way. What a difficult person. But 
I love that twisted nature of yours, Samatoki-kun. Aah, would you mind 
grabbing the bag over there? Yes, thank you. It contains what you might call 
the seven detective tools of trade. Yup yup, now we're fully ready, yes, fully 
ready. Now, shall we go? Shall we depart on an adventure, Samatoki-kun? 
The diligent students must have returned to their classrooms by now." 

Being quick on the draw, Byouinzaka immediately went ahead and left 
the infirmary. No, so as Byouinzaka said..... the problem I was confronted 
with, no, the lack of problems I was confronted with might have been 
precisely that. .....Hm, what was it again—the worry/fear of being unrelated 
to the world? However, that was a problem which should have been resolved 
by the time you became an elementary schooler or, at the latest, a middle 
schooler. It shouldn't be possible for a third year of highschool to worry over 
or mourn over that. I followed after Byouinzaka and left the infirmary. Fine, 
Thad nothing else to do anyways. I didn't mind playing along with her farce. 
elte I had nothing else to do, did I? No objective. I didn't think my life would 
grow this dull by just having no problems. ...... 'Onii-chan' 'Ehehe~' 'Onii- 


chan, I love you' 'Onii-chan, do you like Yorutsuki?' 'I wonder how much 


“4 The (often) black coat students can wear, often worn by delinquents in the 80s. 
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you love Yorutsuki?' I see—I can somewhat see it. Then, how was it for her? 
Was Yorutsuki feeling like that too? About Kazusawa-kun's death..... And 
about us siblings. At least on that point, we should have been the same. A 
week, huh? Certainly, it was enough time to think things over..... Hitsuuchi 
Samatoki and Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki, without any problems. Perhaps having 
some would’ve been better? Good grief, it put me in a hard spot. If there are 
no pieces, the Piecemaker (Shard Gatherer) loses face..... I said it was like a 
train running on rails, but in reality, no one can know if there are rails. 
Things like rails or fixed paths—if they really existed, the world wouldn't be 
so crude. That's what I think. 

Following behind Byouinzaka, I walked through the hallway leading to 
the middle building. Towards the gymnasium. As Byouinzaka said, no one 
was using it. The lights were off, which gave off a dim and eerie atmosphere 
despite being the middle of the day. Before climbing the stairs to the second 
floor, Byouinzaka muttered. 
stnes Alright, do your best." 

Then she took a step towards the stairs. ..... Did she have to pump herself 
up like that to climb every single set of stairs? Rather than being 
dumbfounded, I felt like "Oi 0i,"" but having progressed through half of the 


staircase, it became clear that this wasn't a joke or a gag. 


Despite hanging on while being out of breath, she finally sat down when 
she reached the landing. She was so exhausted, her shoulders were heaving. 
You must be joking..... does she have that little stamina? 

"You, how do you deal with the Stairway to Heaven?" 

"On the way back..... it's downhill......" 

"So what are you doing to climb it?" 

After hesitating a bit, she confessed "I'm having a car drive me there." I 
see, so that's how it was. However, no matter what...... even if she was an 
infirmary-only student, it's not like Byouinzaka had a weak constitution. 
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Aaah, maybe it was because the smell of people was strong around here? 
After all, the kendo club was a treasure trove of smell. ''Here,"' I extended a 
hand towards Byouinzaka. 

"We don't have time, right? Grab it." 
aes Samatoki-kun. Let me be frank." 

"What is ite" 

"You're a lifesaver." 

Byouinzaka took my hand and stood up. Her face seriously indicated 
great distress. It made me doubt how she was able to lead her everyday life 
like that. A misfit of society. I see, Byouinzaka Kuroneko might have been 
carrying something critical of the sort either way. Sympathy would be 
imprudent, so I couldn't pity her. Being attentive to Byouinzaka's stamina, 
we slowly, at turtle speed, climbed up the stairs. 

"You're being really kind for some reason." 

"I'm only kind to my sister and women with big breasts." 

"It feels like you became kind out of nowhere. I can only imagine 
something happened with your sister. Something more than what I know 
of." 

Mm. Even weathered, she was still Byouinzaka, I guess. I think it 
would’ve been better to hide the situation with Yorutsuki from Byouinzaka, 
but since this woman had such sharp instincts, not saying anything might 
have revealed more than talking. But you know, it was the same Byouinzaka 
who was so strongly opposed to my and Yorutsuki's "incest", so I couldn't 
be sure of what she would think. I'll choose to go with "We simply patched 
things up smoothly," at least for a little while. That was the best course of 
action. It wasn’t really anything wrong, and family issues should remain 
between family. It wasn’t something a stranger should meddle with. In 
response to my silence, Byouinzaka showed a smile but also kept quiet about 
it. Instead, she said, "I'm fine, I don't need to borrow your hand anymore. 
Let me express my thanks, Samatoki-kun. I'll pay this debt back one day," 
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and started walking down the hallway. Toilets, 2 storerooms and a window 
beyond that. On the other side, a single door leading to the kendo hall. No 
shoes on the wooden boards in front of it. It probably meant nobody was 
inside. This second floor was ruled by silence. 

Returning my gaze to where she’d been, I noticed that Byouinzaka had 
disappeared. I panicked for a moment, but looking closer, I found one of the 
storerooms' doors half-open. It seemed she’d entered there. I moved to 
follow after her, but when I opened the door, I bumped heads with 
Byouinzaka, who was on the way out. 

"Mm? What is it?" 

"There was nothing there." 

"Is that so." 

Saying that, I looked over Byouinzaka's shoulder and observed the dimly 
lit storeroom. Nothing out of the ordinary seemed to be inside. It was my 
first time seeing it, but it was the spitting image of the impression I had of 
how storerooms should look like. I thought it would’ve been better if it tried a 
little harder to sell its individuality, but sadly society was too tough to 
expect individuality out of a mere gymnasium storeroom. So in the end I 
didn't mind that they went with a lack of individuality relying on 
stereotypes. 

"T see, so Kazusawa-kun died here." 

"That's still unclear." 

"Um? Why? I mean—" 

"Because it might be in the next one, Samatoki-kun." 

"Oh.... yeah, I see." 

We had only heard he died in a storeroom inside the second gymnasium. 
The mass media didn't report anything on that (I guess it's called 
"broadcasting restrictions"), no, you can't say I was desperately staring at 
the tv for the whole time, but as long as Byouinzaka doesn't declare which 
one it was, it must at least be unclear for her too. 

"What happened to your infamous infirmary information?" 
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"You see, Business was suspended for a week." 

Business, that was a weird way to express it. 

"I tried asking Kouda-sensei, but she wouldn't tell me. Apparently it's 
top secret. Although, I think hiding even that would bother any future 
students using the gymnasium. I can't understand what goes through 
adults' heads. You say you don't understand women's hearts, but in my 
case, adults' minds are much more incomprehensible. In a sense, a 
difference in generation can be critical. Well, you could say it doesn't matter 
which one it was, since we know for sure it was inside one of them...... SO 
let's look at the other one, just in case." 

Byouinzaka passed beside me, exited the storeroom and headed towards 
the iron door just beside it. I followed after her. It seemed the door was 
slightly heavy for Byouinzaka, but it didn’t look like she’d be needing my 
help, so I observed in silence. This time, I entered alongside her, and 
likewise, there wasn't anything out of the norm. Just a regular gymnasium 
storeroom. Tools for gymnastics, balls, and other various things...... a 
gymnasium storeroom. I wonder where exactly Kazusawa-kun died? Since 
there was a police investigation, they’d already gone through at least one, 
maybe both of the rooms...... I thought we might have been able to see chalk 
marks surrounding where the corpse was or something, but..... no good, that 
was impudent. 

"You like shogi, right, Samatoki-kun?" 

"Um? What is it now? I don't dislike it, but it’s not like I'm especially in 
love with it." 

"Do you know what the most solid formation in shogi is?" 

"Doesn't it depend on the situation and the opponent? Both offensive 
and defensive formations have merits and demerits." 

"Then, what is the most frail formation?" 

"IT read that one in an old book. When you declare a check on your 
opponent, your formation at that exact moment is in fact the most 
vulnerable for the enemy. I guess it means attacking creates the biggest 
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weak spot. 'The best defense is a good offense', was it? That means the 
opposite is true as well. And? What about it?" 

"I'm saying that, the state when you declare a check...... a finished 
formation has much more weak spots than you’d expect, Samatoki-kun. I 
was just thinking you might currently be in that kind of state." 

"Your current self is somewhat completed." 

As I considered her incomprehensible rambling, Byouinzaka once again 
passed by me and exited back to the hallway from which we’d come. What's 
up with her, talking like she knows everything...... No, it's nothing new for 
her to talk like that. Also—completed? What part of me is she saying is 
complete? Ah, I see. Having problems solved, having problems concluded— 
that’s in itself an end. 

Then this was the continuation of the end? 

"Aah, how could this happen! ?" 

I suddenly heard Byouinzaka screaming. 

"The door leading to the kendo hall is locked, isn't it?" 

Lestvctees Well, of course it is." 

It's not like they had any precious items in there, but they locked it just 
in case, since it was like a club room. Outouin Academy didn’t have any 
kendo classes, so all the equipment was in the kendo club’s possession. And 
since it was their possession, they needed to manage it properly. The person 
in charge would be...... their advisor, and also the president, so probably 
Hakohiko. 

"What should we do? If you want, I can go call Hakohiko and—" 

"Mukaezuki-kun would be diligently attending class now, wouldn't he? 
We can't bring him here during break either, Samatoki-kun. But be at ease, 
I brought this bag in case of something like this happening." 

"Aah, the 7 tools of trade or something." 

In other words, lock-picking and the like. It was nothing to be praised 
for, but really, I didn't know Byouinzaka possessed that kind of talent. Good 
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grief, this girl was the only one who could keep surprising me with every 
action. 

"Well, locks exist to prevent crimes, so in that sense, I've always wanted 
to see that lock-picking thing in action. Alright, it's for future reference, I’ll 
allow it. Give it a try, KuroneKo-san." 

"There!" 

Byouinzaka hit the lock with the hammer she took out. 

"Ey. Ey. Ey. Ey. Ey." 

Hit, hit, hit, hit, another hit. 

And it broke. 

"Did you see that, Samatoki-kun?" 

"T would have prefered not to." 

"Tricks are my line of work." 

"It really felt like petty tricks are irrelevant." 

"What, even Mukaezuki-kun probably knows that a lock of this level 
wouldn't prevent any crime. It's a win-win situation. We did a good thing, 
Samatoki-kun. Now, let's go inside. Looking at these boards, I guess we 
have to remove our slippers to get ine Hmm. As expected, the door creaks...... 
Oh, this is quite spacious, isn't it? What a fine hall." 

Byouinzaka stepped onto the wooden floor without a hint of remorse. 
This girl, everything she did was absurd...... I should have kept her trapped 
in the infirmary, I thought. Maybe Hakohiko’s warning and the various 
negative rumours circulating about Byouinzaka Kuroneko in the academy 
were partially correct. Even then, it was ironic that there was no one smarter 
than her at this high-level school. If gods exist, they must be quite fond of 
irony. Irony...... cynical, huh. I wonder if Kotohara was properly attending 
classes. I also removed my slippers and stepped into the kendo hall. 
Byouinzaka arrived in front of the kamidana, and without doing anything, 
she just stood there in a daze. 

"What are you doing?" 

"Praying to the gods. 'Please, give us a harmonious world', you know." 
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"T was just thinking that the gods must be quite fond of irony." 

"Oi oi, Samatoki-kun. You'll get punished." 

"Those god jerks up there aren't so narrow-minded as to punish people 
just for badmouthing them." 

"There are also gods who punish you for being beautiful. Though that's 
a story from overseas. But, even in Japan, gods and vengeful spirits are 
basically the same thing. There are plenty of cases where vengeful spirits 
were revered and turned into gods, so you could even say it's the 
mainstream way. Even if you don't have any faith, Samatoki-kun, I think 
it's for the best to pray anyway." 

"Sorry, but I'll pass." 

I went to the same spot as before, and sat on the floor in the same way. 
Leaning my back on the changing room door. 

"Tm not fond of things like praying to gods or depending on others. I 
suck at relying and being relied upon, you see. To put it another way, I hate 
holding back and being held back. By the way, I hate the way of thinking 
where something could be born from cooperation. Of course, if you're in a 
group of three, there'll be three people's worth of advantages, but there'll 
also be three people's worth of disadvantages. In the end, it doesn’t amount 
to anything. That’s why doing things alone is far more efficient." 

"Your little sister seems quite dependent on you, though?" 

"Family is an exception." 

"How convenient." 

"IT mean, something like that should be natural for a human." 

"As a human, huh......I1 love that pervertedness of yours, though. Well, 
it's not like we came here to talk about that. We can leisurely chat about it 
at a later date in the infirmary. For starters, I want to ask you about the case 
of Kazusawa-kun’s murder. Mh? Why are you holding your knees like that? 
Samatoki-kun, are you bad at sitting on your knees?" 

"Ehe" 

"Usually one would sit on their knees in this kind of place." 
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"Ah. Really? Yeah, you're right. If you say it like that, I guess I should." 
I repositioned my legs and sat on my knees. It's been a while since I’d 
sat like that. I wondered when the last time was. Nothing came up in my 


mind....... Seeing me all ready, Byouinzaka said ''Well then,'"' and walked 
towards me. She stopped about 1 meter away from me, and looked down on 
my kneeling self. 

"Will you tell me? You are the last person to have seen Kazusawa-kun..... 
along with Kotohara-san and Mukaezuki-kun. You might know 
information not included in the newspapers or school announcements. That 
day, when Kouda-sensei announced the news of his death, I got to hear 
some of it, but I want to hear it in more detail. I want to make sure of the 
worries I had ever since I heard about it." 

"T mean, Byouinzaka..... Are you serious?" 

"Serious? About what?" 

"This isn't some dumb detective novel. I hope you're not actually taking 
yourself for an amateur detective trying to investigate the place." 

"Hmm." 

Byouinzaka didn't show any surprise. 

"What if I was, Samatoki-kune" 

"There's nothing to be done... That kind of thing should be left to the 
police, shouldn't it? It's not the kind of stage us, normal highschoolers, 
should play on." 

"It's that." 

"Mme" 

"That point. The real identity of the worry of being unrelated to the 
world. A case you are involved with being dealt with by someone else —in 
short, it's the same as being ignored by destiny." 

"Do on your own what concerns you." 


Byouinzaka said with a tone filled with earnestness. 
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"Taking into account your limits, of course. That obvious fact is known 
even by preschoolers. Merely accepting the situation as it is, Samatoki-kun, 
should be what you hate the most, isn't it? 'Exerting yourself to the fullest 
to choose the optimal route and achieve the best results'—right? I also agree 
with that. That's necessary for a harmonized world. It mustn't break down. 
The world isn't meant to break down." 

"Break down, huh...... I get what you’re trying to say, Byouinzaka. But 
practically speaking, do you think us playing out a stupid detective novel 
would swiftly resove the case when the police desperately investigated ite" 

We won't know until we try. Even for me, it's the first time in my life 
that I investigate a murder case. Now, Samatoki-kun. I shall repeat myself 
and ask of you, even if I have to break my knees into pieces for it. Would 
you tell this Byouinzaka Kuroneko what happened on that day? In as much 
detail as possible. If possible including your personal impressions." 
rane Well, there's nothing to hide really—also, I already said it once." 

"Tell me in more detail. Listening to the same thing twice would be a 
waste of time. Tell me everything that happened on that day, more detailed 
and clearer than last time, without leaving anything out, even details you 
think are irrelevant." 

"Yeah yeah, got it." 

At that point, people from the police had already questioned me quite 
intricately, so I didn't have to think back on it too hard. I could remember 
it as a different form of memory than experience. I told Byouinzaka about 
the last week, that day, that moment, in detail. Parting with Byouinzaka at 
the infirmary, seeing Hakohiko and Kazusawa-kun hit each other in the 
kendo hall, and Kazusawa-kun leaving the place. Meeting up with Kotohara 
and leaving the infirmary. Going down the Stairway to Heaven, parting with 
Hakohiko at the bus stop and finding myself alone with Kotohara. 
Byouinzaka already knew full well how I was confessed to then. Because 
right afterwards, I met Byouinzaka at the bus stop on the other side of the 
road. She’d apparently followed after Yorutsuki and arrived there. Yorutsuki 
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had left on the bus just before and got home ahead of me. What happened 
after that with Yorutsuki...... was confidential. Confidential, a secret 
between just the two of us. I could’ve said it anyway, but using confidential 
or secret made it sound all clean on the surface. Although that essentially 
meant I was deceiving everyone but Yorutsuki, everyone except the one I 
shared that secret with. That I was lying. I was used to it, but I wondered 
about Yorutsuki. How did she perceive this situation? It seemed she hadn’t 
thought much of it due to being overcome with joy, but she would have to 
confront that fact one day. The fact that, although lying is easy, continuing 
to lie is surprisingly hard. And difficulty isn't all—it makes you feel bad, 
really awful. Well, that said, normally it's not something to be made 
public...... that a brother and sister were doing this kind of thing. If the final 
period could be cleanly typed out like in a novel just because our feelings 
matched, it would’ve been for the best. However, we had to continue even 
after the end. No matter what anyone says, the final period of life cannot be 
anything but death. Kazusawa-kun got his final period typed out by 
someone else...... but even then, I was wondering if I carried that sensation 
of continuing even though it ended even a little inside my heart. I also couldn't 


say I didn't feel at least a speck of jealousy. 


After listening to my story, Byouinzaka crossed her arms and looked to 
be deep in thought. 

"Did you figure something out? If I remember right, Sherlock Holmes 
could deduce the truth even with little information, couldn't he?" 

I said, slightly making fun of her. 

"What, you read Doyle?" 

"His horror ones, quite a lot. His detective novels were, honestly, quite 
boring. After all, all he wrote was how detectives were amazing." 

"Fumu. It seems that Doyle himself disliked being regarded as a 
detective novel author..... However, Samatoki-kun, originally, detective 
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novels were born from horror novels. Although, at that time, it seems they 
were called crime novels. Poe's The Murders in the Rue Morgue generally isn't 
recognized as a detective novel but as horror." 

"I guess Edogawa Ranpo is similar." 

"It might be slightly different for Edogawa Ranpo. The origin of detective 
novels in Japan is... —Samatoki-kun, have you read Kuroiwa Ruiko?" 

"I think I picked up a few short stories. But that person was more of a 
translator than an author, wasn't he? He translated a crazy amount from 
overseas and sold it here. If someone did that now, it’d be a crime." 

"It was an indulgent era. Also, the original having trouble settling in goes 
for every time period..... If you wanna go there, it’s the same for your 
beloved Edogawa Ranpo. Although they didn't recognize it as a crime, they 
probably thought something along the lines of 'I plagiarized you, serves you 
right!' There was room for advocacy. We shouldn't talk about it with our 
modern common sense. From this perspective, I think that person served 
as a faithful gateway into detective novels. But at least, Edogawa Ranpo was 
the founder of the Honkaku** movement, Samatoki-kun." 

"Honkaku? Do you mean honkaku detective novels? That's impossible. 
Honkaku essentially means a detective novel without anything interesting, 
righte" 

"You’re free to perceive it however you want, but I readily advise you to 
not say that out loud too much. No, you know, honkaku detective novels 
overlap logic and tricks, right? Then, with enough time, no matter what, the 
classic old novels will become stale. In short, if you read Edogawa Ranpo 
these days, you won't even notice that there's a trick. What was previously 
honkaku sank with that era. Originality from the past is today's norm. The 
parts that stood out, like tricks or twists, fall away and leave a clean, clichéd 
work. They come off as simple horror novels, in a good way. Ancient eras 


and history. Thus was born Samatoki-kun's perspective, Samatoki-kun's 


* https://jmystery.fandom.com/wiki/Honkaku_ Detective Fiction 
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way of reading. This isn't a problem limited to honkaku detective novels, it's 
a common issue to all classic literature. At some point, someone described 
it with this clever line: 'the classics are the literature that everybody knows, 
but nobody reads.' When we get around to reading Don Quixote, The Three 
Musketeers, or In Search of Lost Time, we already know what these stories are 
like and how they’!l end from the beginning, don't wee" 

"Are you saying that’s why enjoying classic works is difficult?" 

"Yes. Especially honkaku detective novels which are single-idea focused. 
We’re often told that we should be more familiar with the classics, but it's 
like someone telling you to play on the Famicom” every once in a while. 
After all, you can't just ignore history. It's completely different from being 
told to go play outside once in a while. If someone was told to play on the 
Famicom, they’d be like 'certainly, there's probably some masterpieces on 
there, but.....' In that sense, it's extremely uncertain whether the evolution 
from horror to detective novels was a good thing or not. Well, that said, 
there's still a part that hasn't been derived; the violence. So in the end, the 
thriller part counts for most of it. There's no need for me to explain the 
difference between thriller and puzzler, is there?" 

"Puzzler and thriller...... 1 think it's dicey whether there's even a need to 
differentiate them, though. In the first place, is there even a clear difference 
between them?" 

"Setting aside whether there is a need for that, there is a way to 
differentiate their readers. It might prove useful, so I shall teach it to you 
for future reference. You just need to answer this question. Question: How 
many seconds does it take for light to make one lap around Earth?" 

"Err..... Since it should go through seven and a half laps in one second, 
it would take two fifteenths of a second for one lap I guess." 

"That answer isn't the puzzler way. A puzzler reader would say ‘light 


doesn't make laps around Earth'." 


16 The Japanese version of the NES 
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"Mm? Ooh, because it goes in a straight line. I see." 

"Continuing on with the second question. There are two spheres exactly 
identical in shape. We make them fall on the ground with the same conditions. One 
is light, one is heavy. Now, which one will reach the ground first? We're ignoring 
the air resistance. How about this one?" 

"Isn't that a middle school level question? They'll both fall at the same 
time, right?" 

"That answer isn't the puzzler way. A puzzler reader would say 'the 
heavier one would touch the ground first'." 

"Ahn? Why? I don't get that one. Aren't you totally ignoring the law of 
inertia?" 

"Not at all. It's properly based on Newton's law of universal gravitation. 
Just simple logic. You should try looking into it when you have some free 
time eventually. It should be in most interesting physics books. Compared 
to the other problem based on the same law about how balls dropped in a 
train would bounce, this answer should be much more constructive and 
useful. Fufu, even though there's no need to bounce around in a train. At 
least, as long as there are no suction cups on the sole of your shoes. Or 
perhaps you find thinking on your own to be a hassle, Samatoki-kun? Then 
I wouldn't mind telling you myself." 
ne Well, I don't mind it. I'm not really trying to liven up the 
conversation about detective novels. More importantly, Byouinzaka, did you 
get anything from what I told you? I think quite a lot of time has already 
passed...." 

"Mm. Well, before that," 

Saying that, Byouinzaka moved to my side, opened the door to the 
changing room and went inside. Luckily, it didn't seem to be locked, so there 
was no need for the hammer this time around. Was there something inside 
that room? I think the changing room didn't feature in my story, though. 
As I wondered about whether or not to get up and go in there, Byouinzaka 
came out with a grimace on her face. 
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"T can't deal with it." 

"2 With what?" 

"The smell." 

"Aah. It can't be helped, yeah." 

"I was thinking about wearing some leftover equipment, but I 
stopped...... I don't know if it's convenient or not, but there was no armor 
my size." 

"What, were you trying to put armor on?" 

"Well, experimental thinking, I guess. Not necessarily a thought 
experiment. It's not like I needed to practice no matter what. Don't mind it 
too much. My true objective lied somewhere else, and I was able to achieve 
that one. Aah, you look like you're about to ask 'what's that objective 
about?', but please hold onto that question until later. First, I have 
something to tell you as a prerequisite." 

"Something to tell me? What's that?" 

"A prerequisite. One to be able to think about this kind of problem, 
Samatoki-kun. Let me see. Earlier, the term puzzler came up, but speaking 
of the most treated thema in honkaku detective novels.... Kyan!" 

Byouinzaka slipped and fell in the middle of her speech. 

Socks on wooden floor. 

"U-ugh......Uuuugh." 

It seemed painful. She hit her butt pretty hard. 

"Ugh......aAk, uuuuuugh." 

She was crying a lot. She didn't seem quite ready to stand up. 

"Errr....Anything you want me to say?" 
sae A funny gag, please." 

"A housekeeper, a secretary, and a butler walk into a room. Then, they 
start competing to see which had the hardest job. First the housekeeper said: 
'the employer I work fot...... 

"Thank you, I'm fine now." 
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"Listen until the end!" 

Byouinzaka stood up on her own. She caressed her bloomer-clad butt 
timidly. It seemed she’d hit herself pretty badly, but looking at her, her 
tailbone was probably fine. Umm....... Well, it might certainly be easy to slip, 
but you would normally instantly put your hands to cushion yourself or try 
to remain upright by stepping in....... I wondered if she had no reflexes. It 
kinda reminded me of Yorutsuki, who would fall over even when there 
wasn’t any snow. 

"Ts it painful?" 

"It's not." 

"It is, isn’t ite" 

"It's hyper-not painful." 

"No really, it hurts, doesn't it? You're still a girl, so be careful with your 
butt. There's no telling what you're gonna need it for in the future, after all. 
Just sit down and rest up. Aah, I guess sitting would make it more 
painful..... 

"T don't mind. Let's continue the discussion." 

".......Well, if you say so, I guess it's fine—it's not my butt anyway. So, 
what were we talking about againe" 

"The most treated thema. It's the so-called culprit finding. In English, it's 
named whodunnit. There's two other sorts, the method finding, howdunnit; 
the motive finding, whydunnit. But if we're talking about the spearhead of 
puzzlers, I want to bring up the whodunnits." 

"Bring up whatever you want, not like I care. But what about it?" 

Byouinzaka, who forced herself to talk normally and acted like her fall 
never happened, looked so funny I almost laughed out loud, but I was still 
wotried, so I held it in somehow. I played along and talked normally. 

"However, there is a problem in that theme of culprit finding. Do you 
know what it is, Samatoki-kun? Even if you don't read like a puzzler, having 
read more detective novels than the average person, you should have a 


pretty good guess, no?" 
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"I mean, rather than having a guess, I know of it. I heard about it from 
Yorutsuki. Essentially, it's something you inevitably run into when deciding 
on the culprit. Something that comes no matter what because of all the piled 
up reasoning. A flaw in certainty, isn't it?" 

Yorutsuki said it was called the manipulation problem, or the Late Queen 
Problem”, I think. Well, it's something for maniacs of the genre, so I was 
only half-listened to it—'A big crime happens inside a detective novel. 
Naturally, since there is a crime, there must be a culprit who committed it. 
But behind the culprit who dirtied their hands in crime, there was a true 
culprit manipulating them and directing it.'—Well, it seems there are 
numerous detective novels structured like that, and the term for them is 
puppet or manipulation. And apparently the final form of that structure 
(which, by the way, is somewhat different from a trick) is the Late Queen 
Problem. It was called that because the author Ellery Queen wrote a lot of 
novels specializing in that structure late in his career, where the true 
culprit's plan included the specialized solving device that are detectives as part 
of it. There apparently exist Godel's incompleteness theorems that push the 
argument even further, but honestly, even Yorutsuki didn't really 
understand that much. I kinda thought it was too much consideration to put 
in just for detective novels, but at least I was able to somewhat understand 
it, so it was still present in my memory. 

"A flaw in certainty by manipulation...... You’re precisely right, Samatoki- 
kun. There are many problems in culprit finding, but that's the most fatal 
one. For example, let's say there's A-kun, B-kun, C-kun, D-kun, and E- 
kun. One of them is the culprit of F-kun's murder. The detective...... it could 
even be you, Samatoki-kun, deduced that A-kun was the culprit. And you 
have enough evidence to confidently back that up..... But, however, you have 


no guarantee in this case that A-kun wasn't manipulated by B-kun." 


7 https://jmystery.fandom.com/wiki/Late Queen Problem 
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"Yes.... and if A-kun was manipulated, then B-kun would be the true 
culprit." 

"However, Samatoki-kun, you see, you have no guarantee that B-kun 
wasn't manipulated by C-kun either. Further, you can’t guarantee that C- 
kun wasn't manipulated by D-kun nor that D-kun wasn't manipulated by 
E-kun. Furthermore, you have no guarantee that you yourself, Samatoki- 
kun, the one thinking that way, aren't being manipulated by one of them. 
Going even further, it's not like these five are the only ones in the world, 
right? Therefore, it's impossible to erase the possibility of Z-kun, who 
didn't even appear at all, being the culprit. There's no guarantee that the 
culprit of a crime taking place in Sapporo isn't ©-san living in Brazil. 
There's still a possibility no matter what." 

"So it must be physically impossible?" 

"Even then, they might be making you think it was physically impossible, 
right? Where is the proof that they are not manipulating you to think like 
that? How do you erase the possibility of Q-san having made all the 
preparations to make you think that way and that we simply haven't seen 
through it? Even if you erase it, it might be true and it might not be." 

"If you Say it like that, I can't disagree." 

It was in the domain of sophism, or maybe of stubborness. 

"Going even further than further, although we wouldn’t be talking about 
whydunnits anymore, there still must be a motive behind the crime, right? 
Motive. If I were to talk about that, you would surely reply with 'There's no 
need for reasons. Anything can become the cause for anything,' and I 
fundamentally support you on that. But anyways, the culprit is convinced 
that this is their reason, and that they proceed to commit the crime because 
of something. At least inside detective novels. Then, in the case of the 
perpetrator holding resentment against the victim...... Couldn't we say that 
this is a case where the perpetrator commited murder because they were 


manipulated by the victim? Then, the argument that the true true true culprit 
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of every murder case is the victim, would make sense. Every murder is a 
suicide. Well, that happens often in the sense of 'you reap what you sow'." 

"T give up." 

I raised my hands to show my intent of surrendering. 

"So? How would the esteemed KuroneKo-san solve that problem? If you 
go with that reasoning, culprit finding becomes absolutely impossible. Isn't 
that fatal for err...., what were they called again, those honkaku novels or 
puzzlers or whatever?" 

"There's no need to solve it," 

Byouinzaka shrugged her shoulders in an exaggerated motion. 


"After all, the one manipulated is at fault." 


"Everyone is mistaken on the important aspect. Crimes aren't about 
debating on probabilities. We call it solving mysteries, but in reality, that 
process is nothing other than demonstrating the crime. Although we're 
talking about novels, what is expected of the role of detective is proving the 
crime, isn't it? Their main duty is to doubt. Doubt. Then, wouldn't it be 
natural that a duty to prove it would be born with that doubt, Samatoki- 
kune" 


"The actual perpetrator manipulated by the true culprit is nothing but a 
fool and the culprit led astray by the true culprit is simply an incompetent. 
No matter what the truth is, that is for certain. At the very least, in the eyes 
of the law, a crime that cannot be demonstrated isn't a crime at all. There's 
the expression perfect crime, but those words in and of themselves a 
contradiction. When dealing with a perfect crime, we're not even talking 
about a crime. Even if A-kun was manipulated by B-kun—if you can't prove 
it, then that manipulation isn't a crime. The act of manipulating gets 
cancelled, and it's like it never happened in the first place." 
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"You mustn't misunderstand. The role of the detective isn't that of 
solving the mystery nor of finding the culprit. It's to prove that the case is 
a case. It's not because their main duty is to doubt that they should doubt 
everything. If they doubt, even if there is no proof, they want some grounds 
for it. Fufu, although I say that, Samatoki-kun, you might think I'm just 
stating the obvious, but there are quite a lot of puzzler or honkaku novels 
sloppy about that." 

"Hmm...... Well, they’re novels, so I don't think there's a need to focus 
on that. We're not annoying gramps, after all. However, the idea of crimes 
not being crimes as long as they’re not proven is strange. Because, 
regardless of whether they’re proven or not, their existence is a fact. I won't 
deny that it doesn't sit well with me." 

"Japan's legal structure works that way, so it can't be helped." 

"Right." 

Well, if I can add anything to that, neither of us caught the crime red- 
handed, so we didn't have the right to investigate. And to be scrupulous, 
even if we said 'do on your own what concerns you’, Japan law forbade self- 
help, so if we went that far, the story wouldn't progress. 

"So? We've talked quite a lot, but how does that relate to Kazusawa- 
kun's case?" 

"Was the preamble that long? Sorry about that." 

Byouinzaka smiled again. 

"It’s just, I would like to explain myself. As I just said, I am trying to 
break through the boundless feeling of ambiguity inside me, but..... If I had 
to say, I feel quite refreshed standing here......To be honest, I already have a 
hypothesis." 

"A hypothesis?" 

"Yes." 

"By that, you mean a hypothesis about the identity of Kazusawa-kun’s 
killer?" 

"What else would it be?" 
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But—I was at a loss for words. I’d thought her every movement was full 
of confidence, but Byouinzaka Kuroneko, did she already have some sort of 
theory? Impossible. Wouldn't that have been exactly like a certain Sherlock? 
No, to be honest, this was the second time I’d told Byouinzaka the events of 
that day...... And she’d already sensed some inconsistencies at that time..... 
But even then, the police hadn't identified the culprit in the first place..... 
Byouinzaka just said "who knows" as an attempt for self-concealment. 

"We have no way of knowing whether the police have a clue about the 
culprit’s identity or not. Perhaps they already found them and are just being 
careful. So I don't think that can work as proof of my excellence." 

"Well, I think it'd be reasonable to think they have a guess...... but if it's 
something that only needs little thinking to figure out, would they even 
need to be careful?" 

"They would." 

Byouinzaka narrowed her eyes mischievously. 

"Because the culprit is a highschooler." 

A juvenile crime, is it? Yeah....... It wasn’t a completely outrageous 
thought. In truth, I’d thought so more than once over the course of that 
week. Since the victim was a highschooler and died inside a school, the 
biggest suspects would either be the teachers of the school or the students. 
That was obvious. Although naturally, the mass media wasn't careless 
enough to report that. I could sense it even just by watching TV that they 
wanted to bring the story in that direction, though. 

"With your hypothesis.... The culprit is a highschooler?" 

"Rather, the only ones I could point at and yell 'You are the culprit!' 
would be a highschooler, you see. Mm—to be even more blunt, Samatoki- 
kun." 

"What is ite" 

"T had chosen who to doubt from the start. Before Kazusawa-kun's death 
was made clear, I’d cast some doubt on you, but that had a different 
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meaning..... I reduced the suspect list of Kazusawa-kun’s death to six 
people." 

"Six people’’e" 

"The first one is you, Hitsuuchi Samatoki. Then your little sister, 
Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki, the head of the kendo club, Mukaezuki Hakohiko, his 
childhood friend, Kotohara Ririsu, and then the victim himself, Kazusawa 
Rokunin, and myself, Byouinzaka Kuroneko. These six." 

Hitsuuchi Samatoki, Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki, Mukaezuki Hakohiko, 
Kotohara Ririsu, Kazusawa Rokunin, Byouinzaka Kuroneko—in short, 
everyone related to the case. To be totally honest, I won't deny that 
Byouinzaka Kuroneko felt somewhat outside the box, but she’d put herself 
on the list, so I took it as her being modest. Hm...... but be it before or after 
Kazusawa-kun's death was announced, for me to be the top suspect in his 
murder.... Well, that was valid reasoning for Byouinzaka. Though I won't 
forgive her for putting Yorutsuki on that list. 

"Hmm..... But why is Kazusawa-kun on the list? Isn't he the victim? 
Don't tell me you're taking that 'every murder is a suicide' thing from 
earlier seriously." 

"Well, that was just for starters. The first step of a detective is to doubt 
everyone involved. Even the victim cannot be removed from that category. 
In reality, there are quite a lot of detective novels where the victim ends up 
being the culprit, you know. Although you might not know." 

"Are you talking about suicidee" 

"Concisely, yes. That, and also accidents where they fall into a trap they’d 
laid themselves. Although, I don't know about information restrictions or 
whatnot, but the cause of death wasn't revealed, so we have to rely on 


deduction for that. A lot is said in low-quality information channels, but all 


’8 A subtle pun/foreshadowing, "six people" is 7A ROKUNIN, same kanji and reading 
as Kazusawa's first name. 
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of them seem fishy. Like they're not reliable.... 1 wouldn't mind questioning 
Kouda-sensei for real, but that shouldn’t be necessary." 

"What do you mean?" 

"T mean, Kouda-sensei clearly declared it before you and I, didn't she? 
The kid with a gaudy mind ‘looks like he was killed'. Then it's probably not 
suicide nor an accident. I think it was a clear-cut murder." 

Hmm. Well, Byouinzaka said the other day that Kouda-sense came from 
a prestigious medical university, so I think we could trust her judgement. 
But, hold on a second. We couldn't say for certain that Kouda-sensei's 
judgement was absolute. Also, before even correctness or certainty, there 
was also the possibility that Kouda-sensei lied to us, to society, with 
malicious intent..... 

"T can guess the gist of what you are thinking." 

"Hoh. As expected of you." 

"But you see, Samatoki-kun. I think a double distrust against Kouda- 
sensei is rude no matter what. Do you have enough grounds to doubt her 
like that? Do you have enough reasons to doubt her like that?" 

"Grounds, huh....... But if you go there, do you have enough grounds to 
trust her? Statistically speaking, it's fifty-fifty." 

"See? Aren't you glad I told you earlier? You might have thought I was 
talking about unrelated, worthless things back then. Now, I only have to say 
the lines I already prepared to argue against you, so it's a really easy job. 
Samatoki-kun, how do you prove that Kouda-sensei isn't lying, then.... That 
she is telling the truth?" 

I thought for a bit. No, that wasn't even worth thinking about. But then, 
how could she prove that Kouda-sensei was being truthful—she didn't need 
to. The burden of proof was on the side that cast doubts. Those who trust 
need no obligation. Even if we use the word "trust", they wouldn’t actually 


be doing anything. I'm glad I was able to notice that before I fell into a 
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juvenile discussion like that. However, placing all that foreshadowing to win 
the argument, that has quite the detective novel-feel to it. 

"There's no need to involve Kouda-sensei in that. It's impossible for me 
to prove that 'Kazusawa-kun commited suicide’. And it's probably just as 
impossible for you to do so as well. Cases that are impossible to prove might 
as well have never taken place at all. That's how it is. We need to follow the 
rule of ‘innocent until proven guilty’, at least when seeking to bring the 
truth of a crime to light. What was it again, ‘suspicion alone is no grounds 
for punishment'." 

"But, pursuing a possibility isn't bad in itself, is it? How should I put it, 
it's not skepticism but, you know..... Was it Descartes? That Descartes, who 
invented the mind-body dualism. Didn't you say earlier that doubting 
everything was the detective's role?" 

"I believe I only said that doubting everyone involved was the theory 
aspect of it. No need to bend my words so much, Samatoki-kun. I think I 
also touched on the responsibility aspect too. Skepticism, well, that's fine 
too. Of course, as long as you can prove it, right? Say, Samatoki-kun, what 
kind of child were you in your youth? I was a pretty worthless one, you see.... 
A commonplace, average, silly kid, lacking in individuality but still believing 
I was special, deluded with illusions of my own talent. The proof of that is 
that line...... 'Why does one plus one equal two?' I asked my teacher that and 
enjoyed seeing them having trouble coming up with an answer." 

"Well, that's pretty common for kids." 

"However what could I have been thinking when I asked that question? 
If I doubted that one plus one equals two, what in the world would one plus 
one need to equal to have satisfied me? Three maybe, or four, or five, or 
maybe even ten? Or was I casting doubts on the education system, which 
taught us without giving any alternate plan, without doubting myself. What 
a brat. I really was a brat, I swear." 


"Honestly, those words hurt to hear." 


160 


"Hahaha, sounds like it hits close to home, Samatoki-kun. Everyone has 
gone through these youthful excesses. It's all about using that shame as a 
stepping stone to rise as high as possible. Either way, it's not a hard 
problem. It's quite simple, in fact. When you doubt, you have to be able to 
prove it; that’s all it comes down to. That’s precisely what culprit finding 
means, does it not? Now, for starters we can remove Kazusawa-kun from 
the list of suspects. Because there's no way for us to prove it. There's still 
the possibility, but in this case, there's too little evidence. Without evidence, 
there is no ground. There's no reason to doubt. The only answer I can offer 
to the question 'why do you doubt?’ is 'because it's a false accusation'." 

"Taking it the other way..." 

I said, in order to digest my comprehension. 

"If we can prove other possibilities, then this one should be fine?" 

"You're a fast learner. There's only ever one truth. We can't casually say 
that, if there's just one truth, all other possibilities are all deceptions. 
Therefore, rather than it's fine, I shall answer with a sort of carelessness, a 
sort of compromise, we will say it's fine. You could say it's a negotiation. If 
something cannot be proven, it's not the truth, because it doesn't exist in the first 
place, huh...... Well, even if we sum it up with a single word, that word being 
‘prove’, it doesn't often quite go the way we want it to. After all, there is too 
little proof. We are lacking too many ingredients to cook up a deduction." 

"T just gave you plenty of them, didn't I?" 

"Well, right..... However, you know, Samatoki-kun, I just listed up six 
suspects, including myself. It feels pretty sickening to doubt people you're 
familiar with. It deludes me into thinking that I'm a low-life." 

"Well, it's fine as long as it's just a delusion. But detectives are low-lives 
in the first place, aren't they? I haven't asked you why you were doing this 
yet, did I?" 

"T think I told you. 'To erase your doubts.' I like your unstable self, and 
while I don't know what happened over the last week, your completed self 


seems to go far and over the limits. Also—I can erase my own doubts too." 
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"Worries and fears, is it? How do you erase them?" 

"How, you ask? By removing ambiguity." 

Well, I guess it's relatively better than wanting to know the truth, 
wanting to solve a puzzle, or these sorts of motives. They could be said to 
be similar, but being alike also means being different. 

"So? You say Kazusawa-kun's suicide can't be proven, but doesn’t the 
same go for the others? I know that I wasn't the one to kill him, but from 
your perspective, there's no guarantee of that. That's why I'm on that list, 
yeah, that's fine. But then it's a matter of how to prove I'm the culprit, 
right? Not just me, but you too, Byouinzaka. And, although I'm reluctant, 
Yorutsuki, Hakohiko, and Kotohara too. Proving that is impossible, no 
matter how you look at it. You're probably right about the information I told 
you not being enough material for deductions. And it's certain that the 
police haven't proven it yet..... To begin with, do you have any grounds for 
restricting the suspects to those six? You said the suspects were 
highschoolers, but without certainty, without grounds, doubting that is..... 

"T didn't doubt those six because they are highschoolers. I simply did so 
because they were directly involved. My hypotheses don't interfere with 
that. I didn't have a hypothesis in the beginning; I only had a vague feeling 
of something being strange, you see. But thinking about the case..... Say, 
Samatoki-kun. If I told you that my real objective was for you, your little 
sister, Mukaezuki-kun, Kotohara-san..... for the four of you to be removed 
from that list of suspects, would you believe me? Proving wasn't the goal, 
at least for me. I wanted to verify that it couldn't be proven that they did it. 
If I said that, would you believe my words without doubting me?" 

"Idiot." 

"IT thought you would say so." 

"You're such an idiot I didn't even have to tell you. Also, don't make me 
say it. I'm not taking you for such a heartless person. Though I am taking 
you for a crazy person." 


"Those words of yours bring me salvation." 
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Byouinzaka said so. Her expression was slightly different from usual, 
more energetic and serious. 

"Samatoki-kun. Would you listen to my hypothesis?" 

"On top of having you listen, I want you to decide. Whether I—was able 
to prove the murder." 
sates Only if you promise you'll tell me the real reason behind you 
entering the changing room. To be honest, I'm on the edge of my seat." 

"Yeah—I don't mind telling you that. I guess I gave you some 
expectations? Sorry for saying such suggestive things. That was a simple 
verification process.... of the kendo gear. And I also wanted to take a look at 
the rulebook. Wearing some armor myself would have been for the best, but 
that was too greedy." 

"Gear.... and the rulebook?" 

"Yes. Kendo gear is a real hassle to take care of, so usually they must be 
taken home. But I assumed there would be some old gear that seniors left 
in the past, and also that some sort of rulebook would be left somewhere 
around here. For the book, even if it wasn't there, I would simply have to go 
to the library, so I didn't mind either way though." 

"I don't get it. How are the gear or the rules related to this case?" 

"Rather than the rules, the regulations. Well, I thought they were surely 
following the general education, but I still wanted to check just in case. And 
after having checked, my hypothesis was reinforced." 

"Reinforced.... In other words, although you told me to decide, in your 
mind, Byouinzaka, that hypothesis has already mostly been proven." 

"Well, that might be the case." 

"So you properly know who the culprit is, what their motive is, and the 
method they used?" 


"Yeah. I probably just want an objective opinion." 
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"Then say it. Three quarters of the period have already passed, you know. 
Hurry up. You’re being too roundabout. I'm on the patient side, but that 
doesn't mean I'm carefree." 

"Excuse me. Then I'll put it into words. Stating only the conclusion, 
Samatoki-kun, here is what I think. The person who killed Kazusawa-kun 
is—" 

—and. 

I couldn't help but to hold my breath and wait for Byouinzaka's next 
words..... However, even after waiting for a while, nothing came out of 
Byouinzaka's mouth. 'Hey you, that's going too far to build up tension, no? 
You can't just make people wait, there's also something called timing’. I 
wanted to complain like that in an angry tone, but the moment I looked at 
Byouinzaka's face, I got startled and understood that it wasn't the time for 
that. Byouinzaka's face was, not metaphorically, almost literally, 
completely white. Exactly like in a bad manga, pale. It wasn't nearly as bad 
as the ash-colored face I’d seen the previous week, but still a change sudden 
enough to make me doubt whether the attitude I’d seen earlier was a 
hallucination. Byouinzaka had frozen, as if she’d paused temporarily. A face 
like that of an ill person, like a corpse. 

"H-hey—" 

I instinctively tried grabbing her, but Byouinzaka swiftly dodged me and 
turned her back to me. She evaded me in such a lethargic way that I couldn't 
imagine she did it on purpose. Like a weeping willow, or like she dodged by 
reflex just because I got closer. 

"Hey, hey, Byouinzaka—" 

"T don't get it." 

Byouinzaka spouted out in a mutter, not directed to anyone in particular. 

"I don't get it, I don't get it, I don't get it." 


She didn't get it..... Errr, in this context, there was no mistake..... She 
didn't get who the culprit is—was that what she meant? What's up with 
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that? I was the bewildered one. Also, even if she said it like she just realized 
that fact on the spot, I was nothing but a listener, so— 

"T don't get it. I don't get it. I don't get it. I don't get it. I don't get it. I 
don't get it I don't get it I don't get it I don't get it 
IdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdon 
tgetitidontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgetitIdontgeti 
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As Byouinzaka continued to mumble, she suddenly, unreliably and 
unsteadily headed outside of the kendo hall. Her bag fell off her shoulders. 
Hey, oi. Oi oi, where was she going? I scooped up the bag she’d let fall 
without turning back and chased after her outside the hall. Aah, leaving it 
open was..... Wait, Byouinzaka had broken the lock, hadn't she? Once again, 
what were we going to do about that? It couldn't be helped. I decided I would 
explain the situation to Hakohiko and apologize later. Really, why did I have 
to deal with Byouinzaka's mess ups? I didn't get it. What in the world was I 
doing? Byouinzaka talked about resolving doubts, but the situation hadn't 
improved at all. In the end, I had to deal with what concerned me on my 
own, precisely as Byouinzaka had said earlier. Exerting my abilities to the 
fullest to choose the optimal option and get the best result. ......No, but that 
was only for dealing with a situation not yet finished. After the conclusion, 
after the end, what should I, what should we, have done? Continuing to run 
after the finish line is ridiculous and foolish. I put my slippers on and chased 
after Byouinzaka. Although she wasn't really running or rushing, so I 
caught up immediately. 


"Heeey, Byouinzaka." 
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She wasn't listening. I tried talking to her on good terms, but it ended 
up like that. I was starting to get lonely. However, although her steps were 
unreliable it seemed like she had a clear destination in mind. She wasn't 
wavering about where to go. Going back from whence we came, passing 
through the hallway towards the middle building. Umm, was she trying to 
return to the infirmary? Aah, right. Byouinzaka wouldn't be able to move 
once the break started. She had to return there with some leeway. But then, 
she could have at least said a word about it...... However, even after entering 
the middle building, Byouinzaka didn't take the path to the infirmary. She 
continued down the hallway. It seemed that she was going to the east 
building. East building.......° That's where the third year classes were. But 
what was she doing, going in there when class was still in session? It'd be 
a pain if they found us. Also, I felt like the sight of a bloomers-clad girl 
loitering around the school buildings (not to mention, with the extravagant 
privilege of having a man accompanying her from behind) was pretty bad 
news for us. Well, in Byouinzaka’s case, all of the teacher staff should have 
understood her situation, so she would have been fine, but I had no excuse— 
At that point, Byouinzaka started climbing the stairs. The stairs? It 
reminded me of earlier, at the gymnasium. Of the Byouinzaka, who sank to 
the floor after exerting herself just a little. I prepared myself to catch her. 
Falling towards the front would be one thing, but falling backwards would 
be a great danger. Furthermore, with her current gait.... And, oh my, 
although I was ready, Byouinzaka continued to climb unsteadily, without 
showing any particular sign of distress. Not looking like her stamina would 
run out midway. I mean, stamina wasn't really the criteria for climbing 
stairs anyway.... Byouinzaka looked like she was being led by something, 
like she was being pulled in. Something..... It was creepy. Of course, that was 
the first time I’d seen Byouinzaka like that. No, maybe Byouinzaka and I 
simply didn't have a close enough relationship for me to have seen her like 
that........ Thinking about it, I didn't know much about her. I hadn't seen her 


in uniform until the previous week, and I didn't know she had such fine 
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breasts. Although, now that I knew, I’d ended up being conscious about 
that...... How bold of me to have tried looking cool earlier in regards to that. 
ane However, leaving that aside, really, where was Byouinzaka heading to? 
Did she find another place, other than the kendo hall, that needed to be 
investigated at the last minute before entering the solving phase? 

Second flootr...... third floor...... fourth floor. 

Wait, all that’s above there is the roof, you know? The place where I’d 
wasted my entire morning. The place where I’d spoken to Kotohara for the 
first time in a while. Kotohara—Kotohara Ririsu. Setting aside Yorutsuki, it 
might have been fine to consult Byouinzaka about that...... with the logic 
that, to understand women's hearts, one needs a woman. Well, we probably 
talk about "women's hearts'' because they're not that simple, though. 
Worries, fears. The worry of being unrelated to the world. The fear of being 
killed. They were both lines from Byouinzaka Kuroneko and Kotohara Ririsu 
respectively, but they might have been surprisingly similar at their core. 
Byouinzaka laughed at Kotohara's opinion, and Kotohara probably wouldn't 
have shown any understanding of Byouinzaka's abstract ideas....... Mm, that 
reminded me, she’d said she hated the infirmary or something. Was that 
maybe....... because Byouinzaka was there? If Hakohiko was wary of her, 
wouldn't that naturally mean that Kotohara had a strong impression of 
Byouinzaka......2 Well, they clearly didn't seem capable of becoming good 
friends. After all, having the world declare 'you don't matter' would be more 
fitting to a comedy than a worry. I won't deny that Kotohara's words were 
more realistic. The world is scary. Murderers are scary. Which one is 
scarier—would we be able to answer that objectively? It's not a story on the 
level where we can Say 'this is right' or 'this is wrong’. 

We came out on the rooftop. 

Byouinzaka walked with vacant steps, looking at the roof..... No, at the 
blue sky spreading before her. When I thought she was just watching, she 
started walking once again. Towards the fence of the roof. Although she 
probably hadn't come here to look at the scenery. ....... We don't have enough 
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time, so let's solve the mystery in a deserted place...... It didn't seem to be 
something like that either. Byouinzaka reached the fence, and without 
leaving an instant in between, in a flowing motion, truly easily, genuinely 
as if it was the natural course of action, worked her arms and legs and 
climbed over the fence. 

She climbed over it! 
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Since it was so sudden, I was a moment late. In this case, being even an 
instant late could have proven fatal, but this time, it rather worked in my 
favor. I was exceedingly rational and had never lost my calm in any 
situation. Certainly, for Yorutsuki's case, my reasoning was somewhat 
misaligned, but that was within the realm of what didn't need to be fixed. 
Therefore, you could say that, at that point, I had completely lost my calm 
for the first time in my life. Otherwise, I would have included the motion of 
climbing over the fence in the string of actions I had to take to catch 
Byouinzaka. But what pushed me to choose the method I actually chose was 
something other than logic, something closer to an impulse. The absurd 
action I took was passing my arm through one of the gaps in the fence and 
catching Byouinzaka's arm in the middle of her fall. An awfully short- 
sighted and dumb method; by gauging just slightly wrong, my hand would 
have hit the iron fence and it would have ended with only my fingers lamely 
passing through it. It was such a ridiculous method, but anyway, I succeeded 
in grabbing Byouinzaka's left wrist with my right hand. Her wrist was thin, 
unbelievably thin. And, of course, I didn't leave it at that. I rushed in with a 
movement akin to a slide, so I didn't have the leisure to control myself and 
ended up hitting my head and right shoulder against the iron fence. That 


shock almost made me release my right hand—no, that didn't happen. I 
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was grabbing Byouinzaka's wrist tightly, as if crushing it with all of my 


strength. 


Clenching my teeth... wouldn't suffice. It's not like just grabbing her was 
enough. Byouinzaka was currently suspended in the air. Four stories high. 
Each floor had quite the height in itself, so we were far past the altitude 
where falling on her legs would have led anywhere. Also, supporting a 
human with one hand had its limits. I was somehow able to pull 
Byouinzaka's body up with one arm when she grabbed onto me the other 
day, but enduring that for a long time completely disregarded one's arm 
strength. I could only say it was impossible. 

I looked at Byouinzaka. 

Byouinzaka too, looked at me. 

For some reason, those eyes looked imploring, as if she was requesting 
to be saved, weak and inviting pity. In a sense—those eyes fit the situation, 
but Byouinzaka spoke in a way totally unfit for it. 

"Let go of me, Samatoki-kun." 

Those were the first words Byouinzaka had addressed towards me in a 
while. 

"Take care." 
sees Wait—hey you, Byouinzaka, I don't get you! Why are you suddenly 
trying to kill yourself!? Kuh, for now I'll pass my hand on the other side— 

I tried to pass my right hand in the same way through the fence to grab 
her right wrist, but...... however, it didn't reach. Since I inserted my right 
arm completely until the base, it was stuck in the metal fence. And my arm 
was extended to its limit, so the other one, which had to take a roundabout 
path, wouldn't reach her in a million years....... But, that problem would 
have been solved if Byouinzaka raised her right arm a little. However, she 
didn't move an inch. Naturally, she didn't resist and didn’t try shaking off 
my hand. After all, if the current state continued for long enough, it was 

169 


clear to anyone that I would end up letting her go due to exhaustion. Cutting 
off any unnecessary labor, her attitude was lazy even towards dying. 
Certainly, for a lazy person, jumping off and diving are seen as adequate 
suicide methods but— 

"What the fuck!? Why did it come to this!? Don't you of all people go 
doing something illogical like this!" 

"T don't get it myself." 

"You don't get it? I'm the one who doesn't—" 

I somehow succeeded in establishing a conversation, so I shouted at her. 
Aah, fuck, please, someone notice, hurry up! What was happening down 
there? Could Byouinzaka's legs be seen from a window? Aah, I guess it was 
impossible with the height of the fourth floor's window....... Then, the 
people from the middle building or the sports grounds, it should have been 
visible from that angle....... Someone, please look up for once in a while! You 
guys near the windows, look around! My arm was already in pain. I couldn't 
even endure one more minute..... And no matter how hard I worked, if 
Byouinzaka felt like this, at any time...... 

"I don't get it myself." 

Byouinzaka repeated like a broken record. 

"T don't get it myself." 

"So what is it that you don't get...... the culprit finding from earlier? Then 
who cares about that! I don't want to know that! What are you doing for 
just—" 

npn 

Byouinzaka said. 

"IT would prefer dying than having something I don't know." 

Even though she spouted out those words naturally, they were so 
unbelievably morbid that it made me shudder. 


"Byo-Byouinzaka....... 
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"You, how can you say you're fine? You shouldn't be able to bear it 
either. The world...... is progressing without any issue, even though many 
things are unclear, you know. Isn't that like being told of your unrelatedness 
by the world? It's like being told to approve the contradictions and ignore 
the fallacies..... No, that's not even said in the first place. It's neither kind 
nor harsh. What does it mean? I.... don't get it." 

"T hate not understanding." 

Earlier, in the infirmary—I should have put that question into words. 
Byouinzaka Kuroneko. Really, how had Byouinzaka Kuroneko been able to 
live that long with those doubts inside her heart? What a genuine..... Love- 
hate relationship towards the world. It could be said to be childish, in a way, 
but that was wrong. I knew way too little about Byouinzaka. Had I known 
even a little, I would have been able to prevent things from turning out that 
way. Despite that, I acted like a friend.... talk about shameless. 

"I hate not understanding, but what I hate even more is running away 
from those things I don't get, Samatoki-kun. Running away would make 
my soul die deeper than defeat." 

Byouinzaka continued lethargically. 

"That's why I will die here." 

"Y-y-y-y—" 

"'You don't have to die', right? But you see, Samatoki-kun...... Life has 
been a nest of worries and fears since the very beginning, you know? Not 
understanding how and where things were, not understanding what was 
happening. Everyone led their lives sloppily, letting that pass...... but it's 
impossible for me. I can’t become that dull. I'm terrified. I'm scared of what 
I don't understand. I get worried by looking at something I don't know. I 
can't bear the sensation of having something behind my back. I hate not 
knowing people's feelings. I become afraid when I encounter a fact I don't 
know. I can't comprehend, no matter what, the feeling of being excited 
when encountering something unknown. And since I can't comprehend it, 
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I'm scared again. I'm scared of contradictions. I'm scared of fallacies. I'm 
scared of errors. I'm scared of everything but the truth. When I wonder if 
I'm hated by the world..... 1 get scared." 

"Ah b-b-b—" 

"If there's something I can't understand, I can't continue living on." 

"T-th-th—" 

That way of thinking was too self-conceited. Or too self-righteous. As if 
you were only thinking about yourself. If you don't like something, you die? 
That’s way too selfish. That’s an insult to every other human but yourself. 
That way of thinking forsakes the world. Certainly, it's not running away 
from the problem. Certainly, certainly, certainly—I get that. That's the 
smartest and simplest, most excellent solution for the problem. Exerting 
your abilities to the fullest to choose the optimal option and get the best 
result. That's literally it. How impressive, that's a fully proven and perfect 
answer. But, but, even then..... 

"Even then, Byouinzaka—" 

"It's useless, Samatoki-kun." 

Byouinzaka faintly aligned empty words. 

"You should know that I'm not mistaken. You should understand that 
this is the most sophisticated answer. As a friend, I'm a little disappointed 
I wasn't able to fix your instability, but...... Well, I guess that was too high 
of a goal for someone like me, unable to even take care of myself properly. 
But unlike me, you still have hope. Be as careful as possible, so as to not end 
up like me." 

"B-but—" 

"Don't talk like a baby. ...... Ahaha, if you're like that, maybe I should have 
seriously let you touch my boobs? You should hit the limit of your strength 
soon, so that's impossible now, though..... I'll excuse myself first, while 
thanking God that you were the last person to grab my hand." 

I couldn't think of an appropriate objection. Rather...... as Byouinzaka 


said, I didn't have enough grounds to rebuke her. Because somewhere in 
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my heart, I had accepted Byouinzaka's arguments—I had no right to argue. 
I didn't have the qualifications to block Byouinzaka's path. I’d faced too 
many problems in the past to be able to complain to someone facing 
problems, looking ahead and confronting those problems with their life on 
the line. What I had told Byouinzaka, 'that's too selfish' or 'that's rude to 
everyone else’, those were just hollow words. Even if she forsook the world, 
the world had been the one to abandon her first. I didn't have an ounce of 
credibility. She hated what she didn't understand. Byouinzaka had come all 
this way, always....... thinking precisely that. What a life. I couldn't imagine 
it. Shit, if it was for this, I shouldn't have skipped classes and headed 
straight to the infirmary, no matter how bad I felt. Who could have predicted 
things would turn out this way? Sorry, at that point, I heard a graphic and 
painful sound. The sound of Byouinzaka's shoulder or elbow dislocating. 

Seoeen It hurts." 

Byouinzaka raised a light creepy laugh and said so. 

"Life really is a succession of sufferings." 

"It hurts, Samatoki-kun. I'm suffering. Suffering a continuous and 
unbearable pain. I can't endure this pain. From the start, life is a dead-end, 
incomparable to all...... enough to make one cry regardless of shame or 
honor. The world is a path from collapse to extinction. Samatoki-kun, your 
shoulder might not be fine forever, you know? There's no need to put your 
body on the line for someone like me." 

Despite what she was saying, I thought that this case was Byouinzaka 
Kuroneko's usual whimsical farce. I mean, she might have had the intention 
of clearing the names of the people involved, but somewhere in my heart, I 
thought she’d started this whole detective act as a means to liven up our 
highschool lives. A big part of me felt it was indiscrete. I thought her 
‘erasing the worries' was just her usual rhetoric or wordplay and a means 
to bring me out. In a book I read one day in Yorutsuki's room, a great 
detective was proud and overjoyed every time they solved a mystery. I was 
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making light of Byouinzaka, thinking the grounds for her actions was 
something similar. I only thought of her as ‘a nice person at her core, but 
one who can be a hassle.' But, I was wrong. 'Erasing doubts.' That was more 
so for Byouinzaka's sake. For her—it was something directly infringing on 
her life, on her existence. Her words, asking for help —were neither modesty 
or self-effacement. It was always the case, she always spoke her true 
thoughts without batting an eyelid. 

I couldn't imagine it. 

That there were people living with their lives on the line. 

"Ku-uh, uuuuuuuuugh—" 

I felt something like my muscles severing. They didn't sever for real, but 
at least, they were completely extended. Fuck. It's not like I had incredible 
arm strength in the first place. I couldn't deny my recent lack of exercise 
either...... Even then, I hung on with my whole body, or with just willpower 
at this point, and didn't let go of Byouinzaka. But I didn't know whether 
that was the right thing to do. Yeah, I had no idea. I might have been 
mistaken. That might not have been the truth in the slightest. I felt my grip 
weakening. I understood how impudent and wrong it was to say 'cherish 
your life' to a warrior fighting with their life on the line, and how 
meaningless the words 'fighting and competing is foolish' were. I myself 
had lived my life with that in mind. The current Byouinzaka was the 
expression of my fundamentals taken to the extreme, and if I were in 
Byouinzaka's place, I would surely say 'this doesn’t concern you, so stay out 
of it and don't bother me'. I continued acting on what I knew was a mistake, 
while enduring the pain. As if not exerting my abilities to the fullest, 
choosing the wrong option and getting whatever result. That was, in 
short— 

"Cut it off already." 

Byouinzaka finally started getting annoyed. 

"How many times do I have to tell you to let me go before you 
understand? I cannot bring myself to place any further burden on your 
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shoulder. Samatoki-kun, if you feel even the slightest friendship towards 
me—" 

"F-fuck off! You—you, are you telling me to kill you!? Are you telling 
me to become a murderer!? You just asked me to kill you, do you get that!?" 

I—yelled. 

I screamed. 

"That's what letting go of this hand means! Are you trying to turn me 
into a man who kills his friends?! Friendship, you say? Fuck off! As if 
Hitsuuchi Samatoki could bear being a jerk who abandons his friend because 
of his arm! I can't even bear leaving you to die, and you're still trying to 
make me the direct cause of your death!? You said something about me 
holding your hand at the end, but what about the guy who desperately held 
the hand of someone who ended up dying?! What should I do after you die! ?" 

Byouinzaka's face was astonished. Yeah, it must have been a rare sight. 
It was my first time saying something like that, even thinking something 
of the sort. It was my first time struggling so much. I shouldn't have been 
like that. I should have been the cool guy. When looking at the news about 
the increasing number of suicides, I just thought that people who want to 
die should just die. I should have been the twisted guy wondering why 
people were hindering them. And not just for suicide, even when I heard 
about Kazusawa-kun's death, it's like I wasn't shaken up at all. It was the 
first time someone died near me, so I simply felt somewhat elevated and 
thought about the problem with Yorutsuki being solved, hadn't I? I was 
wondering "now, what should I do next?", wasn't I? Always logical and 
rational, both philosophy and emotions were too trivial to make me waver. 
They were worthless. 

"Samatoki-kun—" 

"Shut up, if you want to die that much go do it on your own! I won't stop 
you, what a pain! As if I care what happens to you! But you see, at least 
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remember that, don't ever forget that, repeat that to yourself even in the 
other world! If you die, no matter the time or the way, I will only ever 
remember you during the sad times! Whenever something sad happens, I'll 
recall Byouinzaka Kuroneko! Are you fine with that?! Are you fine with being 
that existence for me?!" 

"Answer! Say something! Try deceiving me with your skilfull words! It 
should be simple for you!" 

However, Byouinzaka didn't answer, and silently hung her head...... 
looking at the wide and far off ground spreading below her eyes— 

"Pff." 

—And...... she laughed. 

"'Ha.... hahahahahahaha........ Ahahahahahahahahahaha!" 

Hearing this crazed laugh, I instinctively put myself on guard. 

"Aah, yeah, I see..... Of course! You're right, this is bad, Samatoki-kun! 
It's the worst, the worst of the worst of the worst. For you, this is an 
unprecedented worst state, filled with unthinkable foolishness, is it not?! 
H-how crazy. Truly absurd, that's the best way to put it, isn't it? Gods are 
such clowns! Of all things, to make you, my friend, bear the sin of killing 
his friend—what a farce!" 

"H-hey..... Byouinzaka?e" 

I timidly spoke to Byouinzaka who was muttering some 
incomprehensible things. My heated self from earlier had cooled down in 
an instant. Before even erasing worries, maybe she had gone crazy a long 
time ago...... something before nervous disorder or being bad with crowds — 
another kind of worry surged up in my heart. Then, that might be an 
objective doubt and not something I had to partake in........ 


"What are you doing? Samatoki-kun." 
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Byouinzaka said, having completely changed gears. She was in neither 
of the states from earlier..... She was the Byouinzaka Kuroneko I knew. A 
complacent, cunning, shrewd, malicious smile—always seeming to have 
fun. 

"Won't you lift me up now? I have been dexterously hiding it, but in 
reality, I'm afraid of heights." 

"Heh." 

I..... let out a strained laugh. 

"You're scared of many things, Byouinzaka-san." 

"I'm a coward. By the way, what I'm most scared of would be a 
confession of love from you." 

"Say whatever you want, idiot." 

ees Wait, I didn't mind casual banter, but..... to resolve the current 
problem, even if the best option was out of reach, at least securing the 
second best would have been wonderful, but..... umm, I already couldn't put 
any more strength in my right arm. To lift her up, even if I tried to pass my 
left arm around now, I wouldn't be close to making it in time. On top of me 
lacking strength, Byouinzaka's shoulder was dislocated, so she couldn't 
really climb my arm either..... 

"Fuuh, I'm beat." 

Byouinzaka let out an exaggerated sigh. 

"For now, I shall leave this case off as you being so worried about your 
friend that blood rushed to your brain and made you unable to think, 
Samatoki-kun. I won't judge your brain's level with just that, so be at ease. 
Your biting words from earlier somewhat ached my heart and made a crack. 
I guess that hypothesis wasn't completely wrong. Yeah, to answer you 
properly, I love you too. As proof of that, from now on, whenever something 
happy happens, I shall recall Samatoki-kun. Will you forgive me for this 
incident with that? I’m sorry for causing you trouble. Well then, Samatoki- 


kun, please hurry up and take out the phone from inside your slacks and 
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call Mukaezuki-kun or Kotohara or whoever you would like and ask them 


for help." 


Continuing to like something you like is surprisingly hard. In fact, I think 
it's a skill. How many cases are there of still liking something you liked in 
the past? For instance, in my middle school days, I liked reading books, to 
say it in a somewhat outdated expression, so much! could die. I wanted to die 
while reading books. My ideal way of dying was for an earthquake to happen 
while I was in bed and to be crushed by my complete collection of Edogawa 
Ranpo's works, among the many books falling from my bookshelf. Half- 
seriously, almost seriously, I thought so. Although I had been reading since 
elementary school, in middle school it had become an obsession I had to 
objectively recognize. I was confident that the rest of my life would be that 
of a bookworm. Now, however, I wasn’t reading as much as I had in the 
past. The number of times I was moved by reading a book had also 
decreased. The time when I’d borrowed those books from Yorutsuki the 
other day was really the first time in a while that I felt such emotions while 
reading. I had no intention of making any claims like “the quality of the 
books coming out recently has decreased” or “literary talent has run out”. 
Essentially..... I probably got used to liking books. The sensation of 
excitement when encountering the unknown; Byouinzaka had called that a fear, 
but I think using the notion of thrill would convey it better. No matter how 
much you like something, if you can already guess its pattern, it will end up 
being nothing more than a small process for your brain. It's not about the 
puzzle theory Byouinzaka talked about in the kendo hall, but just that 
repeating the same thing over and over gets boring. It becomes a clichéd, 
pre-established harmony. People yearn for stimulus. Give us stimulus, 
stimulus, more stimulus. Yorutsuki was currently crazy about reading. She 
probably thought that she would read her whole life. But I wondered how 
long that would go on for. The state of mind of greedily yearning for newer 
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and newer things hits its limits with things like novels, which cannot exist 
outside a certain framework. Naturally, the opposite works too. Liking 
something you hated before, or even without going that far, surprisingly 
being fine with it. And frequently at that. It means getting used to hating. 
Liking turns into hating, hating turns into liking. Things you don't care 
about start to look wonderful, things you should have thought were 
wonderful start to look awfully dim. Since humans are creatures 
constructing their selves by piling up memories and experiences, it might 
very well all be meaningless. However, among all that, among all the tremor 
of passion and hatred becoming normal, if you had something you’ve liked 
for a long time, from as far as your oldest memories reach, and that you’ve 

continued to like...... wouldn't that surely be something radiant? 
Byouinzaka was carried away by an ambulance. She was boasting about 
being able to set her dislocated shoulder back by herself, but given the 
recent incident and her special circumstances, it couldn't be helped. As for 
me, although I didn't dislocate anything, my shoulder, which got stuck in 
the fence, was bleeding, so I went to the infirmary. I was scolded to hell and 
back by Kouda-sensei. She went all out on me, even though I wasn't the one 
in the wrong. I thought that was unfair treatment for the man who 
accomplished the honorable act of saving someone's life (it seemed that 
skipping classes left a bad impression of me), but since I couldn't reveal the 
details, I resigned myself to that fate. In the end, I became the 'skipping 
class, going to the infirmary, bringing Byouinzaka out to the roof and 
playing air volleyball where she nearly fell' guy. Well, as long as I didn't 
become the guy who killed his friend, I didn't care about the rest. Probably. 
My shoulder and other parts of my body didn't reveal any type of 
lingering pain after a careful examination, but I still spent the sixth period 
resting (at least in name only. In reality, I was basically sentenced to house 
arrest by the teachers) on the infirmary bed. At first, I lied on the remotest 
bed of the five, but after Kouda-sensei left, I changed my mind and moved 
to the middle bed, which Byouinzaka usually occupied. I sat on my stomach. 
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Crap. I could distinguish Byouinzaka's smell. I guess I’d spent too much 
time with her today...... No, not just a little —Uwaa, I got so emotional today, 
how embarrassing. Emotions, rage, and unlike that time with Yorutsuki..... 
Honest emotions, without any calculation—how lame. More of a 
humiliation than simple embarrassment. I buried my face, which had only 
now turned red, in the pillow and passed the time. I felt like I did something 
beyond repair. Oi oi, me, what were you even saying? I didn't want to 
remember...... I wished I could simply fall asleep. Thinking back on it now, 
a lot of things were mistaken, but to think I chose an option while knowing 
it was mistaken—and moreover, that I didn't regret that fact—Aaah, really, 
I wanted to fall asleep. Also, I'd been sleeping for most of the school day..... 
Who was I, Netarou’? from the third year? 

"What are you doing, man?" 

After school, right after the chime announcing the end of the sixth period 
rang, Hakohiko came to the infirmary. 

"Ooh. You came to pay me a visit?" 

"I came to laugh at you. Are you trying to not let a single day of your 
school life go by peacefully? Furthermore, isn't that Byouinzaka's bed? 
Don't be sleeping here." 

"Why not. Don't talk like it's dirty or something." 

"That's not what I'm talking about......." 

"What about Kotoharae" 

"Cleaning duty." 


"What? Are you curious?" 
"Rather than curious..... 
A question suddenly popped into my mind. Kotohara had confessed to 


me—and then retracted it right afterwards. How much did Hakohiko know 


*9 $2 KES NETAROU Not a real character, just a joke from putting the kanji for 
sleep before the comically common name "Tarou" 
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about that? It wouldn't have been weird for him to know, but the probability 
wasn't so substantial that it was definite. At the very least, if we're talking 
about being demonstrable or not, it couldn't be proven..... Anyway, better 
not touch on that until Hakohiko brought it up himself. Mm...... No, hold on 
a second. That approach wouldn't work for this problem, would it...... I 
mean, be it for Hakohiko or Kotohara—right. That attitude would be like 
running away from the problem, wouldn't it? Not admitting defeat but 
fleeing. I recalled Byouinzaka's words. And what happened as a result of 
that. Yes.... of course. Right, I'm not that kind of guy—I should deal with 
my problems properly. At least, as long as I’m faced with a problem. I 
Se€....... the answer might be unexpectedly close. 

"Well, I guess I'm a bit curious." 

"Hmm. But it's not like Ririsu and I always come in a set. Rather, it's a 
selective relationship. Don't go asking me. I'm not her secretary, after all." 

"I bet. So, then, what about you? Is it really the time to be coming to a 
place like this? Visiting a man is boring, you know. There's been a full week- 
long break, so you should be really busy with club activities, right?" 

"Nah, I'm awfully free. The advisor ordered us to suspend activities 
because of what happened." 

"Is that alright? Isn't the tournament soon?" 

"It's not the biggest problem. After all, a regular member died. Being 
directly involved, we can't exactly resume for a change of pace like other 
clubs are doing today. Feels like we won't get to practice for a while. We 
might even have to retire from the tournament. Although it's a shame for 
the third year regulars, it can't be helped for things like that." 

"Aren't you a third year regular too?" 

"Well, I’ve been participating in matches since the first year." 

"T see.... Ah, sorry, Hakohiko." 

"'Bout whate" 

"T destroyed the lock on the kendo hall." 


"Whate" 
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"At some point today, while I was skipping, I got the urge to see the 
kendo hall, you see. So, I did it~ *." 

Hakohiko frowned. 

"I won't forgive you, no matter how cutely you say it. What is it, you 
playing detective? That's so unlike you, Samatoki." 

"It's not that. Just sentimentality..... A lot happened with Kazusawa-kun, 
so I thought I’d go pray for him. Then, Hakohiko, are you going home now? 


If it's just a pause, training on your own shouldn't be a problem, no?" 


"Then, it's been a while, so can I go to your house?" 

"Mme" 

Hakohiko seemed a little surprised. 

"How is that the normal flow? Really." 

"I'm in a state of mind where I don't really want to go home right now." 

"What? Did you have a fight with your little sister?" 

"You idiot. I'm always lovey-dovey with her." 

I bragged, but what I did with Byouinzaka had surely reached Yorutsuki 
by then, so I was surely going to be bombarded with questions as soon as I 
arrived home. Thus, I honestly wanted to leave myself some time to come 
up with a good solution for that problem. Also, before I managed that issue, 
assuming it was even possible, there were a few things I wanted to get done. 
Right, when the exam paper gets distributed, the first thing to think about 
is which question to start from, the order of things. The answers for each 
problem must be dealt with individually, in a very orderly, very careful 
fashion. Having a view of the big picture and attacking individual parts is 
101. The answers for each problem..... Aah, it's been a while, it kinda felt 
good. That...... 

"Well, not trying to be ceremonious, but Hakohiko, there's a few things 
I want to ask you and talk to you about." 

"Heeh...... that's perfect timing." 


Hakohiko said so. 
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"IT, too, have some things I want to talk about with you." 

"Hmm. What.... a coincidence." 

"T didn't mind dealing with that here, but....... Well, it'd be weird to get 
too pushy. I can't really get in the mood. However, Samatoki, is that fine for 
you? After the big ruckus you've caused, aren't you gonna get called to the 
faculty room or the school counseling room?" 

"Not at all." 

That was a lie. In reality, I had to go to the school counseling room at 4, 
but after all I’d done, it was the same whether I went or not. The teachers 
were already on the edge with Kazusawa-kun's case, and there's no doubt 
that the image I'd been building up for the last two years and few months 
had crumbled today, so at this point, pass what comes to pass. Either way, 
we were already far from the best result. Things will calm down to a similar 
state no matter what. It's not like the image I had was that good either, so 
it wasn't that big of a deal. 

"T see. Then let's go." 

"Roger that." 

I got off the bed and put on my slippers. My bag was..... Ah, Id left it in 
the classroom. It was fine, my student ID was in my commuter pass, which 
was in my pocket. I'd just come home like this. Ah, I can't, I can't...... I 
hadn't eaten my bento today. It was getting pretty hot with the changing 
season, so leaving it just one day would be pretty dangerous. In the end, I 
decided to let Hakohiko go to the gate first while I went back to the 
classroom to grab my bag. Hakohiko said Kotohara was in charge of 
cleaning, so I was ready to run into her, but that was an unneeded worry. 
Was that good or bad? Hm...... Either way, this relationship couldn't go on 
like that forever. Right....... Exactly, Byouinzaka—had made me notice. 
Byouinzaka taught me. That it was impossible for us to run out of problems. 

Life is full of incomprehensible things. 


Things you can't understand are problems. 
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Saying that I couldn't understand women's hearts—and trying to run 
away through those simple words. Choose an option. Exert your abilities to 
the fullest and progress forward. There's no end, there's no conclusion. I'm 
still not over. Even if I end, I'll start again immediately afterwards. At least, 
that's what living is to me.......when there’s something I don't understand, 
right, then that will really be time to type out the final period. Only death 
will be left at that point. Thank you, Byouinzaka. At least you.... succeeded 
in clearing away my doubts. Although for my fears, it was still 
questionable....... But I'll do that one myself. From the start, it was about 
me. I couldn't leave it all to friends. My heart clenched. A smile formed on 
my mouth unconsciously. What is it..... No matter how I put it, what 
happened earlier was embarrassing and lame, and just recalling it turned 
my face red like a fire, but..... at that moment, even then, how should I say— 
it felt good. That's right. I'd always—for a really long time, I’d done nothing 
but solve problems. Being surrounded by tough problems was when I was 
at my coolest. That's why I mustn't carry those delusions of running out of 
problems or them all ending one day. I'm a fish without gills, I mustn't ever 
stop. I must continue to swim. Even with Yorutsuki—the situation hadn't 
been completely concluded yet. Having confirmed each other's feelings, the 
difficult times had only just begun. 

I reunited with Hakohiko and exited through the gates, descending the 
Stairway to Heaven. I could see the bus stop then, but ignored it. After that 
we leisurely walked along the gently inclined slope. Hakohiko's house was 
inside the residential area we reached. A two-floor, well, a middle-class 
peaceful house. That reminded me, what did Hakohiko's parents do again? 
I wasn't really interested in my friends' parents, so I never thought about it 
nor asked. They were absent the last time I’d come here, so I’d never met 
them. Maybe they had a job with inconsistent work hours, like my parents. 
I waited for Hakohiko to open the front door and then took my shoes off. 
The entrance to Hakohiko's room was immediately visible, the closest door 
after climbing up the stairs. If I had to give a fair assessment, it wasn't really 
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tidy or orderly. And, although the space was messy, Hakohiko's room was 
not only large by itself, but due to the small amount of furniture, it looked 
even larger. The cleaning master, Yorutsuki, was able to use her eight and a 
half tatami mats pretty well, but she couldn't do anything when there was 
nothing to arrange. In the first place, there were no bookshelves. That fact 
greatly surprised me the first time I’d come here. The only furniture that 
stood out, which felt quite out of place, would be the fridge...... Before even 
putting down his bag, Hakohiko opened that fridge, took out two cans of 
beer and "Here you go," threw one towards me. I caught it with one hand. 

"Happoshu”°? Don't you have any japanese sake?" 

"T don't. I'm a cheap guy." 

"If you're fine with sparkling stuff, you could have gotten carbonated 
things, no?" 

"Huh? So you prefer that?" 

"T've always had a sweet tooth, for both drinking and my little sister." 

Despite saying that, I started drinking. It’d been a while since the last 
time I had alcohol. Hakohiko sat on an uncomfortable looking chair in front 
of an also uncomfortable looking table. I sat cross-legged in front of him, 
without cushion or anything, directly on the wooden floor. '"Kukukuh," 
Hakohiko laughed. I too, for some reason, naturally started laughing. 

"So, what's the deal?" 

"No...... In reality, it's nothing that important, but...... yeah, it's not a big 
deal at all as of yet—Hakohiko, this isn't me talking, I'm just stating the 
general consensus and not pointing at anyone in particular—girls are a 
pain, right?" 

".....What. You didn't know? That's not the clever and smart Hitsuuchi- 
kun I know. Or maybe, Samatoki, could it be that your experience with 


women is unexpectedly scarce?" 


7° A type of low-malt beer. 
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"I had some during middle school. But not much since entering high 
school..... 
"That's because your little sister's surveillance became harsher, no?" 

"That's part of it." 

"Oh. So you don't deny it." 

"Haha. But it's fine, really. I've always seen it as lip service or pipe 
dreams. I wasn't good at it. Even during middle school, I was never the one 
to approach them." 

"Middle school huh..... That's before meeting me. Then what about 
elementary school? I mean, your first kiss, when was it?" 

"Don't ask that like an old man." 

"I'm interested. When did a prim guy like you awaken to that aspect?" 

"My first kiss was....in my fourth year of middle school." 

As I said that, I took a glance at a few books scattered about on the floor. 
I couldn't see the ones afar very well, but the nearby books were...... only 
historical fiction. I guess it's cliché and easy to understand, but.... this was 
all part of a world I'm not really related to. Though I'd read some historical 
novels and detective stories from the Edo period”. 

"Fourth? Crazy." 

"No, it's not really a good memory." 

"Why’s that?" 

"The partner was my homeroom teacher." 

"Isn't it fine?" 

"Twenty years old and an insane beauty." 

"It's even more fine, isn't it?" 


"It was a guy." 


21 


4 Ye A sub-genre of detective novels often referring to ones written during 
the Edo Period (1603-1868). According to Sakaguchi Angou's Detective Novel Thesis, 
Doyle's Sherlock Holmes books would fall into this category rather than in honkaku 
mystery novels, unlike other authors such as Agatha Christie or Ellery Queen. 
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Hakohiko fell silent. He made a face like asking ''Really?", but sadly, it 
was for real. Had I made a ruckus about it, I could have turned it into a real 
scandal, but having already transferred schools because of Yorutsuki's case, 
I couldn't possibly create more trouble. So for that problem, I resolved it 
through another method. Since it could totally have become trauma if I 
didn't solve it well, just remembering it made my blood boil. But well, that 
doesn't change that he was a beauty..... I wonder what he was doing 
nowadays. If he was still continuing on as a teacher, to all his students, my 
purest condolences. I got away just with my lips and some sexual petting, 
but I heard a few kids among us went all the way. 

"'|,....1'm sorry to hear that. I've asked a bad question." 

"Not really, I'm fine with it..... but that teacher was disturbingly good at 
kissing....... I tried using a girl from my class to erase the aftertaste, but it 
was no good. You can't know what's up with adults, so it's scary, isn't it? Oi 
oi, Hakohiko. Don't just be asking about me. What about you? How are you 
on that aspect? Speaking of the kendo club's president, you gotta be 
somewhat popular, no?" 

"That's the number one sport despised by girls, you know." 

"Ah..... because it smells." 

I remembered what Kotohara said the other day and Byouinzaka's 
impression after entering the changing room today. 

"Hakohiko, you—" 

Thinking it was good timing, I cut to the point. 

"Don't you like Kotohara?" 


Hakohiko threw his empty beer can in the trash. Seeing as there were 
three different bins, he was properly separating his trash. Right, Hakohiko 
was, aS anyone could see, a man who could properly separate. Unlike 
Byouinzaka or Kotohara, if I asked him upfront, he would properly answer. 


Hakohiko, however, took some time. Tilting his head, looking more like he 
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was hesitating than thinking, he stood up, went to the fridge, opened his 
second beer, and returned to his chair. Then, looked at me. 

"She's something like family. Rather, well, she's family I guess. We've 
always done kendo together since we were small." 

"Family, huh...... 

So Kotohara is for you what Yorutsuki is to me, or something of the 
sort—I remembered Kotohara saying something similar. She confessed to 
me right afterwards. Hmmm.... Kotohara said nearly the exact same thing 
as Hakohiko. I wondered if that really was it. If that could be separated—so 
simply. It was surely not a lie—but the reality might have been somewhat 
different. 

"You were confessed to by her, right?" 

Hakohiko said. 

"T know." 

"You do?" 

"Well, yeah." 

"Since when did you know about Kotohara's feelings?" 

"Td felt it for a long time. I have good instincts, you see. Since 
somewhere along last year, she started putting out some sex appeal, and 
also suddenly changed her university of choice. It was too suspicious. But I 
only heard it directly from her recently. Right after you sentenced her to cut 
off your friendship with you because of the thing with Kazusawa." 

"I don't remember sentencing anything." 

Well...... it certainly might have felt like it for her. 

"Also, the problem at that time wasn't really with Kazusawa-kun but 
with my little sister. At that point, I didn't even know how to write his 


name." 
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"Heh..... I've always told you, haven't I? Samatoki, you've always been 
the one playing the Brother's symphony for the Sister's sake”, although it's 
no time to be dancing. When it comes to spoiling, both the spoiler and the 
spoiled are generally wasting their lives away." 

"T still don't think that my decisions were wrong. But—my treatment of 
Kotohara was a little rash. I got that when we reconciled, thanks to your 


plan." 


Hakohiko looked like he had trouble saying what he wanted. I nodded. 

"Yeah. I think going out would be somewhat wrong." 

"Thought so. And that's unrelated to your sister?" 

"It is—probably not." 

I said, after a short pause. 

"Yeah, Hakohiko. As you said, it seems I'm a hopeless siscon bastard. 
I'm probably beyond saving in that area. But you know...... that's not really 
the main cause, so using her as a reason would just be an excuse. And I don't 
want to use my sister as an excuse—So, in the end, Kotohara is simply just 
a friend for me, I think. In the same way as how she's family to you, 
Hakohiko." 

"But Hakohiko, you know, in the end, family is something like an 
extension of lovers, right? Then lovers are an extension of friends, is that 
interpretation correct? For me—" 

Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 

"—J don't know." 

iL ehetke I feel like you thought too much, so everything's all jumbled up in 
your mind. But, well, it might be better than thinking with half-baked 


2 T think it's referencing this, but I'm not sure 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brother_and_ Sister 
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feelings. Take Kazusawa for example; he was pretty sloppy in that area. Like 
‘what are you gonna do in the future?'" 

"Future, is it? Future, huh. ....... For instance, if Kotohara and I went out 
together, what would you think?" 

"It'd be somewhat disturbing, honestly." 

Kukuku, Hakohiko laughed. 

"What happened? You're pretty frank today, aren't you." 


"Also, listening to you, it sounds like you're seriously thinking about 
Kotohara, aren't you? What's up? Wasn't everyone except your sister 
inconsequential? Didn't you feel like Ririsu and I didn't matter next to your 
little sister? That kind of thing transmits, you know, from your attitude. 
That you're not cold, you're being friendly with us from the bottom of your 
heart, but for your sister's sake, you wouldn't mind cutting ties with us. 
You're done with calculations about that stuff in your head. Rather, it's like 
you're being careful about not creating anything more important than your 
sister. Even then, you're getting pretty close right now, aren't you? Even 
just today, you helped Byouinzaka out and asked to come to my house. What 
happened?" 

"It's not the first time I've come to your house, is it?" 

"You only came the one time I invited you, didn't you? Can I interpret 
your frankness as you considering us friends, even a little bit?" 

Don't say things the same way Byouinzaka does again. 

"I guess I gained some leeway." 

"Leeway?" 

"Yes..... leeway to look away from my sister." 


"Hmm." 
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Hakohiko didn't seem to fully understand. Well, as expected, I couldn't 
be blunt about that. But—in reality, he was right. If I could add to it, though, 
it wasn’t unrelated to having contact with Kazusawa-kun's death and 
learning about that fear from Kotohara. Furthermore, coincidentally, having 
saved Byouinzaka—also deeply played a role. The problem's problem 
opposing the problem of the problem. No problem can be concluded. And I 
needed to solve those problems. That's what living with your life on the line 
means — living life with your life on the line, like a warrior. 

"But you know, Hakohiko." 

"What is it?" 

"The real discussion starts now." 

"Yeah, so what is it?" 

"T might like Byouinzaka." 

Hakohiko dropped his can of beer. It seems it wasn't empty, as some 
bubbly juice spread on the floor. However, he didn't show any sign of 
concern over that and stared at me with a face like he couldn't believe his 
ears. Since it was embarrassing, ''Tch," I clicked my tongue. 

"Mm, ubhh no, then....... Right. It feels like I'll come to like Byouinzaka 
at this rate." 

"I'm hopelessly interested in her. It's been forever since any woman that 
wasn't my sister caught my interest like that. It's like she's dangerous, and 
I can't leave her alone.... Also, even though she's totally unreliable, she still 
earns my respect..... Do you get that sensation?" 

"NO....... I can't....." 

Not caring about the silent Hakohiko, I continued. 

"For now, I still only think of her as a friend. But.... at this rate, if our 
current relationship continues, it's gonna be bad. For every little thing she 
does, my heart accelerates. If I go to the infirmary to check on her, it makes 
me short of breath. Those palpitations might make me develop romantic 
feelings towards her. That's the situation I'm currently in." 
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My recognition—my recognition of Byouinzaka Kuroneko’s impudent 
inadequacy to fit into society changed—no, it didn't completely change, it 
only slightly shifted. That was probably when I heard that she was seriously 
thinking about her future. At that point. But my feelings at that moment 
were merely respect towards a friend, and nothing more than that. Even 
then, now I was in this unreliable and uneasy situation — 

"No, I get that it's a delusion. She said some prideful things like 'Both 
violence and romance were delusions born from the same feeling.' I didn't 
think like that in the slightest before going to the infirmary today. And I 
went through a life-or-death experience with her today. What was it again? 
The line common in films and the like. The thing where a man and woman 
who went through a dangerous situation together are more likely to fall in 
love. The meeting on top of the crumbling bridge. But if I go there, aren't 
most forms of love, except that between family, pretty much delusions? 
Delusions, wrong impressions, the result of making choices. The fact that 
Kotohara likes me, too, is because we were getting along as friends. It's an 
extension of that, like following the rails, right? But in the first place, do 
those rails even exist? After all, no one’s prepared them. If they're just rails 
everyone passes through on average, then they’re not rails but paths made 
by humans, aren’t they? Life isn't set on fixed rails. There's no predestined 
road to anywhere. Everyone's just seeing delusions. But —if you yourself are 
inside those delusions, wouldn't they become real? Wouldn't they become 
reality and not be mistaken?" 

Tere Hold on a minute." 

Hakohiko abruptly stood up and quickly left the room. He probably went 
to grab a towel to wipe the beer spilled on the floor. Having been put on 
hold, I looked around the room, though there wasn't much to see. Isn't there 
a shogi board or something...... I felt like we had a match on the ones with 
legs the last time I came. Hakohiko got angry when I tried to include the 
rule of passes. That guy's strict with that kind of thing. However, it didn't 
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seem like there was a board in this room. I stood up and went around, 
checking each book scattered here and there. Maybe it was a vestige of my 
bookworm days, but when I went to people's houses, no matter how many 
times, I couldn't help but check the books that person was reading. Hm, as 
I thought, only novels set in the past....... Right, it might not have been bad 
to try this kind of thing...... I guess the fundamentals are Ikenami”?? 
According to Byouinzaka, reading those in chronological order, from the 
oldest, made for the most enjoyable experience. Because if you read the new 
stuff first, you won't be able to appreciate the old ones. Mm, my eyes 
stopped on a book with a different style. It was a kendo rulebook. Not the 
‘anyone can understand!' kind, a more specialized sort of rulebook. That 
reminded me, Byouinzaka said she went into that changing room to check 
out the rulebook....... However, what was the relation between Kazusawa- 
kun's death and the rules of kendo? Certainly, Kazusawa-kun was a member 
of the kendo club, but I couldn't think of how the rules would play any role 
in resolving that case. Ah, no......in this case, the vocabulary to use wouldn't 
be resolve but demonstrate. Still...... demonstrated, huh. But could 
highschoolers, not even an investigation organization, prove something like 
that with the limited information we had? I think that would be 
impossible..... Well, even if we could’ve done something, it would’ve at most 
been doubting, casting doubt on the possibilities. At most, presenting a 
question. Just presenting a question without firm grounds. But Byouinzaka 
wouldn't be satisfied with that. That rebuttal was enough to make me accept 
it. I thought it was strange, but in this world, some problems could not be 
comprehended by just looking at them. However—putting that doubt into 
words, just because I found something strange, would definitely not be 
following aesthetics. If you don't understand then don't talk. If you don't 
understand then shut up. That's what it amounts to. People unable to 


comprehend things aren't allowed the right to speak. They say "asking is a 


3 Tkenami Shoutarou https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sh%C5%8Dtar%C5%8D_Ikenami 
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moment's shame and not asking is a lifetime’s," but both are a lifetime’s 
shame. When you say something pathetic like "I don't know," it's the 
perfect time to die..... Byouinzaka taught me that with her body. The feelings 
Thad for that girl—already went beyond simple friendship. I swear...... how 
had it all come to this? But those were my true feelings. 

What and where did I go wrong? 

She looked hopelessly cute in my eyes. 

She looked hopelessly lovely in my eyes. 

Taboo—right, those feelings were indeed like a taboo. What would I say 
to Yorutsuki? I'd already told her the gist of what happened with Kotohara, 
but I hadn't said anything about Byouinzaka, neither about her existence 
nor about our relationship —there was no way I could explain it logically. 

1+ Directly going home. 

2 + Stopping by Hakohiko's house. 

I chose the second option—for that reason. 

"Sorry for the wait." 

As expected, Hakohiko appeared with a towel. However, he just wiped 
the beer reticently and said nothing. Having finished cleaning, he once 
again left the room with that towel. A few minutes passed before he came 
back. He sat, exhaled a long sigh, opened his desk's drawer and took out a 
cigarette pack. The Camel ones. 

"Mind if I smoke onee" 

"Can you, mister sportsman?" 

"In reality, I'm a delinquent." 

"How lame." 

"So, what's your answer?" 

"Do as you like. It's your room, your tobacco, and your lungs are the ones 
directly harmed by it. My lungs aren't so weak they'll get wrecked by a bit 
of secondhand smoke." 

"Thanks." 
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After preparing the can he dropped earlier to serve as an ashtray, 
Hakohiko took out some matches from the same drawer and lit the tip of 
his cigarette. 

"What, this is part of a citizen's duty too. The majority of this thing is 
made of tax money. Just because I'm underage doesn’t mean I'm a little boy 
spoiled by his parents. Knowing what’s right and not doing it is an act of 
courage. My lungs are a small price to pay for the elderly's welfare." 

"How sophisticated." 

"It's not like I don't get what you're saying though." 

Hakohiko took a big breath of tobacco then said. 

"But stop with Byouinzaka." 

"That girl's dangerous." 
oe I thought you’d say that." 

"Don't misunderstand me, okay? I'm not saying that because of Ririsu. 
I'm not thinking of forcefully making you and Ririsu go steady. Well, from 
my position, I have no choice but to side with Ririsu, but I'm unrelated to 
all that. If you go out, I think it'd be disturbing but also kinda interesting, 
but I won't force that. If you turn her down and make your relationship with 
her awkward, that might in turn make our friendship awkward as well, but 
that can't be helped. In my eyes, that's an inevitable problem. It would 
probably go the same way as if you chose to prioritize your sister. I'd be fine 
even with all that. Over the course of seventeen years of life, one has to go 
through this level of trouble a few times. Regardless of Ririsu's wishes, a 
guy like you told me who he likes of his own volition, so of course, I'd wanna 
support you, but...... but, just, Byouinzaka’s bad." 

Hakohiko seemed desperate as he tried to persuade me. I could feel some 
sort of impatience from his attitude. What could it mean? I’d received plenty 
of warnings about Byouinzaka from him up till now, but what he was saying 


now crossed a certain line. 
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"Even I...... I get her danger, or rather, her peculiarity. Even today, I've 
experienced a great deal of that. But, even with all of that included—" 

"It's not 'bout that." 

Hakohiko said in a fierce and annoyed tone. 

"You probably don't know." 

"It's not 'bout that. It's not 'bout something like that. You don't know. 
If you did, you wouldn't say that. If you did, you wouldn't be able to say 
that." 

"Don't talk so vaguely..... Of course, I've heard the various bad rumors. 
Bad rumors. Also, you and Kotohara have been with Byouinzaka at Outouin 
Academy since elementary school, so a lot must've happened. But I'm not 
talking about that. The present Byouinzaka who overcame her past is the 
one [—" 

"The rumors not circulating are the bad ones. You think I'm the kind of 
guy to say this based on assumptions or reputation? Even among the pure 
Outouin students, not many know the truth about Byouinzaka. The bad 
rumors circulating now are like the aftermath of that. ...... It makes me feel 
sick, so I don't want to talk about them though. But for an irritatingly 
shrewd black cat looking at everything upside down, the only option is to 
put a bell on its neck." 

Hakohiko averted his gaze from me. 

"Do you know what Byouinzaka always does in the bed you slept in 
today?" 

"What do—" 

"Prostitution." 

Hakohiko spoke like he’d spat something dirty. As I hadn't expected it at 
all, both my thoughts and body froze at those crude words. They paused. I 
couldn't quite comprehend the meaning of Hakohiko's words. I thought I 
heard them wrong. I thought it was a joke. However, I knew full well that 


he wasn't the type to make a joke like that or to talk about people based on 
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rumors. That's why, even having comprehended those words, I couldn't 
fight back against them. Hakohiko pushed the cigarette, of which still 
remained the tax money's share in the ashtray, and twisted it. 

"She's so much of a problem child Kazusawa was nothing compared to 
her. What she would do for how much, what for how many yen, how far for 
five thousand yen; if you want to know her charging system, I don't mind 
telling you.... she's been doing that constantly since middle school. 
Anything goes. Aah, but play with multiple people was off-limits. After all, 
she has social anxiety." 

"In the infirmary? But... that's—" 

No. I don't know about middle school, but at least presently, the school 
doctor, Kouda-sensei, was absent most of the time. Only Byouinzaka was in 
the infirmary. And it's not like I went to see her at every occasion I had 
during break or after school. If Byouinzaka wanted to hide that from me— 
it wouldn't be hard for her. She’d just need to be wary of sudden visits, and 
predicting when I’d come wasn't impossible if she understood what kind of 
person I was. She’d just need to refrain from doing it when I was likely to 
come over...... Also, thinking like that, a lot of points only make sense by 
thinking that way now. She—Byouinzaka Kuroneko was too knowledgeable 
about Outouin Academy's inner affairs. She said the infirmary and staff 
room were practical for gathering info, but she knew too much about 
Outouin for that alone to explain it all. If—if she had that kind of system 
implemented not only among students but among teachers..... that would 
explain it. It would all fall into place. Also..... During the first meeting 
between me, Hitsuuchi Samatoki, and her, Byouinzaka Kuroneko, at the 
start of our not-so-short relationship, if I look back at how she called out 
to me at first..... But— 

"But, Hakohiko. That's..... You're just saying that, and even if 
Byouinzaka works from behind the scenes to make sure no rumors 
circulate—how will you prove your claim? Just talking is easy. You could say 
anything you wanted to, no?" 
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"Presumption of innocence should apply for that. Am I wrong? As long 
as you cannot prove it, that remains as a mere doubt. Do you have enough 
grounds to doubt? If there's no grounds, it's just false accusations. It's on 
the same level as elementary schoolers asking 'why are crows black?" I don’t 
think you’ re just bullshitting, but even then, that would be too—" 

"What do you want me to provee" 

He said with a cramped smile. 


"In reality, I was in her care a few times during middle school." 


"It just so happens that my first kiss was with Byouinzaka. You can't 
know at first glance, but she's got quite the chest. The charging system I 
know of is from that time too. She charged quite a lot for a middle schooler, 
but now I bet she’s upped her prices a bit, maybe? Her body developed and 
she probably got better at it." 

Self-deprecation—no, on Hakohiko's face seemed much more pained 
than that. 

"T got into a serious fight with Ririsu at that time. Well, it was middle 
school.... probably the age where fussy people are at their peak fussiness, 
no? I was a kid and an idiot back then. I think so now. Thanks to that, it 
seems Ririsu has quite the hatred for Byouinzaka now. Just bringing her up 
in a conversation makes her snap." 

'T hate the infirmary.’ .....As I thought, that's what it meant. Aah—for 
some reason, I had a feeling of loss. It felt like the world was advancing in 
a direction I didn’t understand. It felt like I wasn't related to the world, as 
if the world and I weren't connected. I didn't know anything, about 
Hakohiko, about Kotohara, and about Byouinzaka. And it was —always like 
that. I'd always acted like that. Even for Yorutsuki, for my little sister 
Yorutsuki; there was a good enough chance I wouldn't have noticed 
anything. 

"Byouinzaka doesn't really forbid us from speaking." 
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Hakohiko continued with a faint laugh. 

"'She's handling it well', 'she's conducting herself well’, 'she's hiding it 
well', it's nothing of the sort. There's plenty of guys in the know and it 
wouldn't be weird for rumors to circulate throughout the entire academy. 
But in reality, anyone confronted with the facts, anyone who learns about it 
becomes unable to speak. They don't want to recall it. Quite the trauma. It's 
like..... they've been robbed of something. At that time, I was probably 
robbed of something precious. As you said, philosophers are crazy. She is— 
that kind of person." 
ane Stolen, is it?" 

I ruminated on the meaning of those words. It seemed like it could be 
interpreted in many ways. Or it could simply be that Byouinzaka got a hold 
of a secret—of what she likes to call information. However, I felt like there 
was a much, much, much deeper meaning, one so deep I couldn't reach it 
as of yet. 

"I think you're quite the exception. It goes for how Byouinzaka sees you, 
but also as a human. You have a good head on your shoulders, and as long 
as your little sister isn't involved, you're pretty logical and quite the 
exception in my eyes." 

Hakohiko looked straight into my eyes and said. 

"But, being such an exception puts you in danger." 

"I'm not talking about morals or virtue. A pure guy like you would be the 
first one to get eaten whole. For Byouinzaka, you're exceedingly simple prey 
to hunt. What is the most precious thing for you?" 
daases My little sister...." 

"And that—haven't you already been almost robbed of it?" 

Those words stabbed deeply into my heart like a sharp blade. I didn't 
think that was the case. Between Byouinzaka and Yorutsuki, I would choose 
my little sister without an ounce of hesitation. I was confident that was the 
best option. But, however...... would it continue to be like that forever? At 
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that point, I had yet to fall in love with Byouinzaka. I was just likely to do 
so in the future. Then, after going one more stage deep, would I still be able 
to puff my chest and say that the best choice hadn't changed? Either way, 
wouldn't it downgrade to the second best choice no matter what? 

‘Continue to cherish Yorutsuki the most forever, okay?" 

My most important thing. 

Continuing to like something I like. 

An existence able to rival Yorutsuki— 

"It seemed you were properly keeping your distance with Byouinzaka 
even then, so I didn't say anything....... But when you started saying things 
like that, I knew I had to stop you, even if that meant exposing my shame. 
In reality, I feel sick talking about this. But I had to tell you. I mean, 
Samatoki. I—because of that, I had no other choice but to become 
Kotohara's family." 

"'|,....50 those are your true thoughts." 

That was—Hakohiko's version of the truth, huh. I swear, the truth is 
always worthless, the worst, sickening, unsalvageable, unsayable, ugly, 
nonsensical, dirty like garbage—and it makes me want to cry. Having the 
answer be directly linked to the question is the worst defective product of 
all. The world is full of questions, and furthermore, the questions 
surrounding us, which won't ever disappear or die out, are always the 
simple and annoying ones. Even if I wanted to be troubled by more advanced 
problems, there had recently only been simple and close ones around me. 
About family, about friends, about romance, about friendship, about school. 
How narrow is the world, I wondered. And, even in this narrow world, 
nothing went the way I wanted. Even though it should have been my world, 


I hadn't become a God or anything. 


"Yeah. If I don't go back soon, my sister's gonna to be worried." 


"Sure..... Hey, Samatoki." 
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"Yeah I know." 
"I know, Hakohiko." 
I said. 


"Thank you. I'm glad I was able to speak with you today." 


On the way back I made a call to Kotohara's phone. I got the answering 
machine. I hung up without leaving a message. It should’ve still left a record 
of the call. Though I didn't think she would call back. Without taking any 
unnecessary detours, I boarded the nearest bus, then the train, changed 
trains and walked home from the nearest station. My family was fussy about 
it, so I naturally didn't forget to buy chewing gum at the station in order to 
erase the scent of alcohol. 

"A-a-aaaaah, onii-chan~!" 

As soon as I opened the front door, Yorutsuki jumped on me, as if she’d 
been waiting in ambush. Going in a straight line, unwaveringly hugging me. 
That was surely what had changed the most between us siblings in the past 
week. In the past, there’d been cases of us hugging, but, although we hadn’t 
agreed on it or anything, it was mostly from the back. Ever since that time 
one week ago, we’d started to hug from the front. It wasn't because either 
of us brought it up. We naturally, exceedingly naturally, came to do it on 
our own. I didn’t think it was something that could be explained. It was just 
how things worked. It was just the change of status being expressed in an 
easily understandable way. 

"Onii-chan. Welcome back, I guess." 

"I'm home." 

"You're a little late. It's been a while. Yorutsuki was a bit tired of waiting, 


I guess." 
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Yorutsuki said so while hugging me. As I locked the front door with my 
hands behind me, "My bad," I apologized. Certainly, even if it was for a 
break, I’d spent more time than expected at Hakohiko's house. 

"TI was called out to the staff room after all. You heard, right? About 
today's ruckus." 

"Nyaa? What are you talking about?" 

Oops, did I strike a hornet nest? No, it wasn’t such a big deal. Whether 
she knew it by that point or not, she’d eventually find out either way. Then, 
at this point, the right answer would be to honestly state the facts. Well, 
thinking I’d thoroughly discuss all that later, for now "Yorutsuki, shall we 
have dinner?" I changed the subject to something unrelated. 

"Yes. Yorutsuki prepared it today." 

"Huh? Shouldn't dad have come home early today?" 

"He did, then immediately went back out. An emergency, he said. I called 
mom earlier, and it doesn't seem she can get home today." 

"Humm." 

"So I guess today, for the first time in a while, Yorutsuki's all alone with 
Onii-chan." 

Yorutsuki rushed towards the living room with an embarrassed smile 
and blushing cheeks. It made me think she was lively. Right. For 
Yorutsuki—that was what the resolution of a problem meant. I thought she 
was a happy girl, and was jealous of her. I also thought it was dangerous. A 
different kind of danger than with Byouinzaka and me. It's not that there 
weren’t any problems, she just didn't notice them. I see—in that sense, 
then, 'being done' and ‘continuing after the end' might apply to the current 
Yorutsuki. 

"Onii-chan, what are you doing? If you keep standing by the entrance, 
you’ll be nicknamed 'the weird guy always standing by the entrance,' you 
know." 


"Ah, sorry. I'll come after changing clothes." 
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I took off my uniform while climbing the stairs and changed in my room, 
exchanging my summer school uniform for a black tank top and shorts. 
Then, returning down to the living room, the food was already served on 
the table. It was curry rice. With Yorutsuki's cooking skills, that was to be 
expected. Well, that too had its charm, since she was cute. 

"Please put your hands together." 

"Thanks for the meal." 

While mixing up the curry sauce and rice together, ''That reminds me, 
Yorutsuki,'' I asked her about some concerns I had. 

"Today was the first school day without Kazusawa-kun. How did classes 
go" 

"Mm." 

Yorutsuki pondered the question a little. 

"Same as always, I guess." 

"Ts that alle" 

"For everyone in class seven, studies come first, after all." 

"T see." 

A non-interfering and laissez-faire school. Setting aside what went 
down beneath the surface—really setting that aside—it was like that on the 
surface. 

"Won't people from the police come again?" 

"No. Only on the first day, I think. But even if you say that, Yorutsuki 
doesn't know anything. ...... I'm glad Kazusawa-kun won't play any more 
mean jokes on me, but I feel a little bad for him. I wish the culprit would get 
arrested soon." 

"They will be sooner or later. Perfect crimes are—" 

Perfect crimes. A crime absolutely impossible to prove. 

"—Right, right, they can't exist. I don't know much about whodunits or 
howdunits or whydunits though." 
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"Ah. I didn't think I would hear those words from onii-chan. Onii-chan, 
I thought you didn't like those puzzler honkaku mysteries. Though it seems 
you've read a fair deal of anti- mystery." 

"Anti-mystery..... I think I heard that term before." 

"Yes. There's a lot of honkaku mysteries in Japan, but most of the famous 
works which left a trace in history are anti-mysteries. Maybe it's a local 
thing." 

"Were puzzlers something a la mode abroad again? Errr, what was it 
again, the Late Queen Problem person." 

"Yes. My friends call that person an enigma of the mystery world." 

"Enigmae" 

I didn't get it. If it wasn't music, what kind of "Enigma" was it?™ 

"Yorutsuki—here's a question." 

"Nyai? Err err." 

"There are two spheres exactly identical in shape. We make them fall to the 
ground with the same conditions. One is light, one is heavy. Now, which one will 
reach the ground first? We're ignoring the air resistance." 

"Umm, umm." 

Yorutsuki cutely closed her eyes and thought a little. 

"The heavy one, I guess." 

"Why is thate" 

"I mean, the balls also attract the ground, aka the Earth, with gravity, 
right? The more massive something is, the stronger their gravitational pull, 
so strictly speaking, the heavier one would reach the ground first, I guess." 

"Ah—I get it." 

"? Did you ask that knowing the answer?" 


"No, no no....... 


4 Here they use the english word for "enigma," and Samatoki doesn't know what it 
means so he thinks of the music band Enigma. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enigma_ (German_band) 
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Right. After hearing the answer, it was an excessively simple problem. 
Good grief, 'don't ask others what you don't understand’, I see. Well said. 

"What about it?" 

"Nothing. But as I can guess from that, Yorutsuki, you're pretty fond of 
puzzlers, aren't you? Do you also read the classics? Then wouldn't you be 
able to figure out who killed Kazusawa-kun? For detective novel lovers, 
wouldn't this be the time for deduction:" 

"Yorutsuki.... only likes to read novels." 

She flapped her hands in a flustered manner. 

"IT don't do this kind of thing." 

"Is that so....... " 

Well, realistically speaking, even if they say ‘You're a fool if you dance, 
and a fool if you just look on,' it's generally accepted that just looking was 
better than gladly exposing one's shame. 

"Well...... It's like, there doesn't seem to be a trick...... This kind of story 
might not be fit for detective novels." 

"Ah, but you see, onii-chan, in the detective novel world, there's the 
saying logic over tricks." 

"Hoh.... World, huh." 

Tricks over logic, is it? They sure have a lot of terms. Although Byouinzaka 
would have probably followed it up with something twisted like lyrics over 
logic. In the end, I still didn't understand the maniacs. After all, what the 
normal person imagined when talking about mysteries were the tv dramas 
broadcasting from 9 PM or the game shows. 

"At least, Yorutsuki really gets why logic is beautiful is said so much. 
Because Yorutsuki often thinks that." 

"T guess...... Certainly, when I saw the solution to Fermat's principle, I 
was shivering. Like 'Eh? Eh, eh, no way..... Really?' I would've never thought 
someone would be able to solve that. I was only able to comprehend half of 


it, but that was enough." 
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"But this kind of thing is a little..... I guess. I’ve been a little fed up 
recently." 

Yorutsuki said in a somewhat dissatisfied way. That was a rare sight for 
her, who could find enjoyment in any book. Or perhaps Yorutsuki's status 
as a reader had gone one level up. Beginners often praise everything, while 
middle-class readers are more reserved, and the self-proclaimed high-class 
readers dish out criticism at every occasion. Well, that’s the case for 
everything, but seeing Yorutsuki climb up to that stage made me feel a little 
lonely as a big brother. 

"If you include too much logic, you see, it'll get to the point where people 
say 'there's no way anyone can figure this out'. There are a lot of detective 
novels with an unhealthy balance on that front." 

"Well..... that can't be helped, can it? Most tricks have already been done 
by the classics, so in order to surpass them, they have to make new novels 
even more complex and chaotic, or the readers won't feel any stimulus 
reading them. Over-bloating, over-thrilling, it's a route any genre goes by." 

"But isn't making the problems harder in order to make the answer hard 
to figure out sort of like putting the cart before the horse? I'll end up talking 
about school problems again, but if the people making the questions don't 
make it so that sixty percent of people can solve them, it wouldn't be any 
fun, no? For tests where you need sixty points to pass, for tests where the 
average is sixty points. Doesn't onii-chan think so too?" 

"Well, maybe..... Problems too difficult can make one lose the will to 
solve them, after all—though that doesn't apply to me." 

While saying that, in a corner of my head—I thought a little about the 
current case. The person who killed Kazusawa-kun..... Could the culprit of 
Kazusawa-kun's murder be demonstrated or not? The people involved; 
Kazusawa Rokunin, Byouinzaka Kuroneko, Kotohara Ririsu, Mukaezuki 
Hakohiko, Hitsuuchi Samatoki, and just in case, Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki. 
Someone among them. But...... as we’d said during the day, there was no 
way we could prove the possibility of Kazusawa-kun committing suicide. 
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What about Byouinzaka? Had she, right after I left the infirmary, changed 
clothes, followed me out of the infirmary, met Kazusawa-kun after he was 
done being beaten by Hakohiko and.... kill him—even if that was the case, I 
didn't have the means to prove it. In the first place, if that was the case, she 
wouldn't have done something crazy like despairing over not understanding 
and choosing death. As for Kotohara and Hakohiko, they’d constantly been 
with me after we parted with Kazusawa-kun, and I knew that I wasn’t the 
culprit myself. Yorutsuki..... Aah, I didn't want to think about it..... but, just 
in case..... she should have been at that meeting until seven. I could confirm 
that by asking the people present. I couldn't imagine she would’ve had any 
reason to lie about that—thinking from Yorutsuki's perspective, it was 
unthinkable that she would skip a meeting for any reason. And even if it had 
somehow gotten cut a little short, and she ran to the gymnasium afterwards 
to kill Kazusawa-kun—thinking about Byouinzaka's testimony at the bus 
stop, that was pretty rough timewise too. Rather, I felt it was close to 
impossible, and even if it was the case—still, there would be no way to prove 
it. We only had our limited information. We didn't even know Kazusawa- 
kun's estimated time of death. We could somehow guess it wasn't during 
nighttime, but there was a whole night before the discovery, so thinking 
about it more, it could’ve also happened early in the morning. In that case, 
it was unclear what Kazusawa-kun had been doing all night, but that 
possibility couldn't be totally discarded. I didn't have the chance to talk 
about Byouinzaka on that aspect—but anyway, as anyone could tell from 
this one fact, we weren’t the police, and if we, who weren't the police, 
wanted to solve a case, the amount of information at our disposal would 
naturally be limited. The police might’ve had more information than me. 
Byouinzaka considered that possibility too. However, that was—outside the 
scope of my world. I could only talk about the world I knew. That's just how 
it is. And, most importantly, what J didn't understand the most, what I 
couldn't comprehend the most was that—among those six, none had any 
motive pressing enough that they had to kill Kazusawa-kun. Even if we 
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managed to clear the whodunit and howdunit, I couldn't see the last one 
being solved. The most likely possibility was, as Byouinzaka had said that 
day, me doing it with the objective of protecting my sister. Yet I was not the 
culprit and hadn't thought of killing anything. That was obvious. I couldn't 
see Yorutsuki holding any grudge towards Kazusawa-kun, either..... As for 
Kotohara and Hakohiko, on that point....... although I did think anything 
could be a motive for anything...... the opinion Byouinzaka had stated, that 
the culprit must have had something they acknowledged as being their 
motive, was correct. No, hold on. Even if murder is murder, negligent 
murders are also a possibility. Negligent— accident. Then wouldn't a motive 
be something unnecessary........ ? That also seemed more likely than a 
homicide. Either way, even if the culprit was among those six, proving it 
was impossible with the information I had. That was the conclusion I ended 
up reaching. Ah, but, Byouinzaka had talked about it, hadn't she? That 
removing us from the list of suspects was her objective to begin with. Then 
wasn’t it fine? The culprit wasn't among us six. If that was the conclusion 
of all this..... 

ibe: So, for now, Yorutsuki is more into books like the ones I lent onii- 
chan the other day, rather than honkaku. Rather than mystery-mystery, 
mystery-entertainment, I guess." 

"Mm? A-aah." 

Crap, I was lost in my thoughts. I was the worst for being dazed while 
Yorutsuki was pleasantly talking. The order of importance must be 
respected at all costs. At least, as long as that order was properly defined. 
siete That said, Byouinzaka's quiz didn't prove as useful as I thought it would. 

"That reminds me, the supernatural-horror author of that book onii- 
chan praised to an unusual extent, a short story by them got published today 
in a magazine. I noticed it at the bookstore today. I didn't have enough 
pocket money to buy it, but I read the beginning of it there." 

"Hmm. What kind of story was it? 
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"The main character got into a bicycle accident, and they exchange 
personality with the bicycle. Something like that." 

"Pretty crazy. Just hearing the synopsis makes me excited. This is such 
a nostalgic sensation. Even though I felt like that for every book before....... ‘ 

"Really, I wonder what passes through that author's head. Not just them, 
what are novelists thinking about when writing a story?" 

"Hm. For novels, I imagine it's more impulsiveness than pure thinking, 
but it's unclear to me how exactly they do it...... But I only like the novels. I 


can't seem to like the authors. To be frank, there's a lot of authors I don't 


''The writer is just another peripheral for the computer,' was it? But 
onii-chan, I don't think the works would exist without those creators. That 
goes for anything." 

"Well, that might be true, logically..... but you see, I just can't seem to 
bear the afterwords filled with pompous sentences or artists spouting out 
pretentious crap. It's a physiological problem. The author's job is to write, 
isn’t it? It's the end, and yet they start yapping. They're professionals, so 
they should conduct themselves more professionally than artists in my 
opinion. Like when they say 'I wonder if this work was entertaining;' if 
something written by a professional isn’t entertaining, that’s just a scam, 
isn’t it? I hate authors saying things like 'I'm confident of this one,' and 
trying to explain how amazing they are. If you're a professional, that's 
natural, man." 

"Mmh." 

"Long ago, when I was reading just to pile up the number of books I'd 
read, there was an author spouting something like 'I could write a work in 
a week.' So after putting out two or three works with a good rhythn, it 
didn't take a week but four years before the next time we heard any news 
from them. All of them are mistaken. What a bunch of amateurs. Putting 
out a work or two doesn't make one an author. If you're boasting about your 
technique or speed, that makes you an amateur. Putting it the other way, 
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that's something you refine during your amateur days. Professionals that 
talk incessantly aren't professionals. What else can they do but simply write 
powerful novels?" 

"How harsh. They're for entertainment, so both the ones writing and the 
ones reading should enjoy themselves, shouldn't they?" 

Seeing Yorutsuki saying that with a troubled expression, I smiled. 

"T wanted Yorutsuki to express that opinion." 

npn 

"You're cute, Yorutsuki." 

I leaned forward and patted her head. Yorutsuki's body quivered as if she 
was feeling ticklish. Aah........ aah, despite all the rambling about whether 
there's a problem or there's no problem or the problems ended or whatever, in 
the end, Yorutsuki was my precious little sister. I realized that anew. My 
most precious thing. It felt like the current situation was a miracle, but at 
the same time, I had a mysterious sensation, as if I knew from the start it 
would end up like this, be it taboo or heretical. But on the contrary, that 
might have been the sensation of being accepted by the world, of being 
connected with something. Erasing doubts. Maybe that wish could not be 
fulfilled without directly dealing with the cause of those doubts. Whether 
there was a future where I would’ve ended up liking Byouinzaka more than 
Yorutsuki, I couldn’t fathom. How would I consider Hakohiko's warning? 
My most important thing.... my most important... existence. People unable 
to hold themselves back will fail—timing was important for anything. Even 
if that was the case, if I interpret that with the word future, in the end that's 
none other than an encounter with the unknown. I had a layer of worries 
inside my heart. It was something like an uneasiness. But, that kind of 
thing—was worthless when faced with this thorough feeling of 
peacefulness. For instance, if I was to part from this serenity even once, this 
eden would’ve surely disappeared, reduced to a brief mirage of the past. 
Right. That day, that night, when the answer of our ambiguous relationship 


came forth, it was certainly a decision for Yorutsuki's sake, but—the one 
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who was truly saved at that point may not have been Yorutsuki, but me.... 
perhaps. The goal of my life—was ultimately only Yorutsuki. Continuing to 
taciturnly complain when my goal was achieved—I deserved divine 
punishment for that. I didn't care about anything as long as Yorutsuki could 
happily smile. 

"G-geez. Onii-chan, what are you doing..." 

"Do you hate having your head pattede" 


"Mm? Nuh-uh. I want you to touch me more, I guess." 


I laughed powerlessly. Depending on how you viewed it, that might have 
been a self-deprecating laugh, but either way, although I didn't intend it, I 
naturally laughed. 

"You know...... I really like Yorutsuki." 

"Eh. Err err." 

"Don't be so agitated." 

"B-but but. If you say that, Yorutsuki would normally be surprised. W- 
what are you saying so suddenly, onii-chane" 

"A confession. Of love." 

"Nya-nya." 

"Ahaha." 

I removed my hand from Yorutsuki's head. Standing up, I went around 
to the back of the chair she sat on and did the usual, hugging her from 
behind. Yorutsuki didn’t resist. I lightly kissed her cheek. 'Nya~," she let 
out an embarrassed laugh. I loosened my embrace and moved my hand 
along her upper body while continuously kissing her cheek. My hands 
attained her skirt's hook, and with a clack, it came off easily. Next, I grabbed 
the zipper with my index and thumb. 

"Onii-chan, w-what are you doing so nonchalantlye:" 

As I thought, Yorutsuki expressed opposition with her voice. 

"Mhm..... nothing. How should I put it, you see, Yorutsuki made a face 


like she wanted her skirt to be removed." 
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"T didn't make such a weird face." 

"Yorutsuki made a face like she wanted me to remove her skirt and touch 
her legs." 

"T-I didn't make such a detailed face." 

"Then do it." 

Nevertheless, I continued unzipping the skirt. Yorutsuki was sitting ona 
chair, so there was no distinct change. There was just some pale flesh visible 
through the gap of the zipper. 

"T want Yorutsuki to make that face." 

"U-uuh." 

Yorutsuki looked displeased as she shook her head vigorously. Did she 
simply hate it, or was she hiding her embarrassment? I decided to not go 
any further, to not say any more and just wait. No matter what I may say, 
I’d been spoiling Yorutsuki too much in the past. I must admit that. It might 
have been fine until now, but we couldn't stay like that forever. I wanted 
her to learn how to take decisions on her own. I didn't want to lead 
Yorutsuki—we should’ve both walked alongside each other. I protect 
Yorutsuki and cherish her—but I also wanted her to be strong. 

"F-fine....."" 

Eventually, Yorutsuki said. 

"T will do as onii-chan says." 

"Which is?" 

"Which, you Say...... 

"Say it clearly on your own." 
ee I-I want onii-chan to remove my skirt and touch me lots." 

"Good job. You deserve candy." 

"J-jeez! Then I'll remove my skirt, so look the other way!" 

In this case, looking in the other direction or wherever would result in 
the same thing anyway, but pointing that out would’ve been boorish, so I 
just said "Okay okay," while nodding, removed my hands from Yorutsuki's 
body and turned towards the kitchen. I heard Yorutsuki standing up from 
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the chair. After a few minutes' wait, I could hear the sound of clothes 
rustling. After that, once again, silence. '"U-uuuh," Yorutsuki raised a moan 
or something, I couldn't really tell, and then fell silent again. Judging that 
we wouldn't get anywhere like this, I asked 'Ready~ or~ not~?" in a joking 
tone. At last, Yorutsuki finally responded with "I-I'm ready, I guess." 

ee Found you." 

Standing near the chair, Yorutsuki was desperately spreading her shirt's 
sleeves, trying to hide her underwear (Even though I accompanied her a few 
times in the past to choose it). I didn't understand her mentality. Well, if 
you asked whether I was in some strange mindset at the moment that would 
be a complex problem to answer, but..... problem huh. '"D-don't stare too 
much," I laughed at Yorutsuki's line. That wasn't the kind of line to say in 
such a getup. I thought of requesting her to remove her panties next or to 
lift up her shirt, but felt like going there would put me on the verge of being 
classified as a pervert, so I decided to just enjoy the current situation and be 
satisfied with my original objective being attained. 

"If you don't want me to look, I won't." 

"Nya....... I want onii-chan to look at me, please." 

"And what would come after looking?" 

"T-touching me, I guess." 

Upon hearing those words, I didn't answer. I just kneeled in front of 
Yorutsuki's legs and put my arms around both her left and right thighs. 
Rather than touching her legs, it looked more like I was rubbing my cheeks 
against them. It felt perverse, but that perversion stimulated my heart in a 
way. Even though she wasn’t that meaty, they felt soft and fluffy. I couldn't 
get myself to get away from them. ...... It was like compensation for my 
actions, I thought. In order to ambiguously avoid reaching my real goal, I 
purposely strayed from the right path and fell into perversion. It was 
exceedingly logical reasoning. Filling my satisfaction with dissatisfaction, 
that kind of reasoning. No—maybe I was just climbing the stairs. The stairs 


of our sibling relationship. One step at a time, slowly but surely progressing. 
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Including everything that happened up to now. Then, this time might not 
have been compensation, but us crossing the last line—right, we might not 
need time. This past week, even though it was concluded—it was over— 
there was still some lost time there. Things continued even though they 
ended—expressing it that way, that week was a momentary gap, like an 
illusion. As I thought, there's no such thing as the end. Problems will forever 
stay as problems. A gap—filled with compensation. It seems she still had a 
reluctance towards direct sexual acts, but maybe Yorutsuki actually wished 
for that, I thought. That probably was the taboo line which should never 
have been crossed, but if we only needed to not make kids, all we had to do 
was properly use contraceptives. Everyone did it. Where was the difference, 
exactly? What had Yorutsuki wished for up to this point—and what was she 
wishing for now; how much could I answer to that—and how much should 
I answer to that? 

"Yorutsuki." 

"W-what is ite" 

"It feels really good." 

"Ah, i-is that so?" 

"How about youe" 

"T don't really know." 

"I see. ...... Then, I'm somewhat sorry. I'm the only one feeling good 
here." 

"Ah, errrr, that's not the case. Yorutsuki feels good whenever onii-chan 
feels good. Rather, I don't think onii-chan needs to worry about that kind 
of thing. Yorutsuki will forever service onii-chan for free." 

I silently ran my tongue on Yorutsuki's thighs. 

"Hyuun!e" Yorutsuki was surprised and nearly fell backwards, but 
somehow held on. After checking she did, I continued to thoroughly lick her 
thighs. Was that the taste of sweat? My arms firmly hugged her legs, but at 


this point I found out that my fingers were free enough to caress her 
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backside. 'Nya, ah, uuuh, nyagh, ss-stop p-please... yaahn!" Yorutsuki's 
reactions were cute so I tried various things. The funniest reaction was 
when I touched the back of her knee. 

"Say, Yorutsuki." 

"What is it?" 

"What are your thoughts on prostitution?" 

Yorutsuki's mouth twisted in a puzzled expression. It looked like she 
couldn't comprehend why I would ask about that suddenly. Of course she 
would, even I, the one asking, wondered why I chose this moment. However, 
conversely, I couldn't have asked if not for that timing. It was the kind of 
question I could not ask. After all, it was true that, no matter the timing I 
chose, asking that to Yorutsuki would seem unnatural. Naturally, since 
those were doubts inside me, I had a somewhat clear and definite answer — 
but I still wanted to hear Yorutsuki's opinion. She spoke, after thinking 
about it for a while in silence. 

"T don't really know..... And it depends on the circumstances, but isn't it 
something bade" 

"But it's not like anyone's hurt because of it. It's like books; there's a 
buyer, there's a seller, and with that, a market is established. There's no 
victim anywhere. It's a victimless act. Then how can you say it's bad?" 

"Mm. I mean. It's breaking the law." 

Yorutsuki spoke while thinking, awkwardly aligning words. Or perhaps 
that was simply her having difficulties putting her thoughts into words, 
with the topic being what it was. 

"Breaking something decided by the law would be bad, wouldn't it? 
Because it's something everyone decided together." 

"Um...... Well, I guess." 

Why is it wrong to kill? The smart answer to that question was 
unexpectedly simple. Killing someone wasn't a sin, but breaking the rule 
dictating that killing was bad was. People further asking "Why was that rule 
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put into placee" are no good. That simply amounts to asking someone what 
you don't understand. However, Yorutsuki, if you go there—I think our 
relationship is in a weird place too. A story where the brother is hugging his 
sister's legs and the sister has her legs hugged by her brother is a story that 
shouldn’t be told. Right, in reality, we were no longer in a position where 
we could talk about others. 

"But even if you say everyone decided on it, laws were put into place long 
ago. They were decided, difficult to change, so with the ever accelerating 
era, they are behind the times. And also, they change with the country and 
culture, and no matter how many times they were revised, in the end, they 
were merely decided by humans; they are not absolute." 

"But gods didn't decide anything." 

"Right." 

"Onii-chan. Why did you ask that?" 

"Ehe Aah, that's—" 

"Maybe something happened today?" 

Yorutsuki was sharp at the strangest of times. I hesitated for a second 
because of how bad the timing was—and thought no saving would come for 
me, but my phone laying on the table rang. "Mm?" Yorutsuki noticed, 
picked up the phone and looked at the calling number. 

"Onii-chan, it's a public number." 

"Humm? Who could it be?" 

"Who knows. You’ll figure it out by answering. Then, I guess Yorutsuki 
will clean up now." 

Yorutsuki handed me the ringing phone, removed her legs from my hold 
by the created gap, and extended her hand towards the curry plate. "Sorry. 
I'll come help you later," saying only that, I headed towards the living room 
and hesitated whether to answer. It being a public number was weird. I 
would’ve hated it if it was a prank. Ah, but it might’ve been Kotohara, since 
I called her earlier. Sometimes phones can run out of battery, after all..... 


that meant she still hadn't gone home? No, there are quite a lot of people 
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who wouldn't want to use the fixed phone they shared with their family.... 
While thinking, I decided to answer just in case. I pressed on the button 
after climbing the stairs and reaching my room. 

"Yah, yah!" 

It was Byouinzaka's voice. 

"How are you, Samatoki-kun?!" 

",,..setting aside how I'm feeling, I'm glad you seem full of spirit. Were 
you already discharged?" 

"No need to be discharged. I wasn't hospitalized from the start. Well, I 
am calling from the hospital, though. I'm about to go home now. No really, 
I put Samatoki-kun in so much trouble. I feel bad about the mess I left you 
in, so I thought I should present my apologies once again. Although I say 
once again, apologizing one or two hundred times wouldn't be nearly 
enough, but apologizing over the same thing over and over would be 
annoying and I don't want to worsen your mood any further, so I will limit 
it to just once now. I'm sorry, Samatoki-kun. ...... Sorry, okay?" 

"It's fine, really. Don't mind it." 

"I guessed you would say that. However, while it may be a selfish 
sentiment, I'm worried about whether your impression of me worsened. I 
can't shake the feeling of you despising me and refusing to ever come to the 
infirmary ever again." 

"As I said, don't—" 

Hakohiko's words—passed through my brain again. Rather, it felt like 
they were engraved into my bones. That might indicate how much of his 
soul Hakohiko had put behind them, or maybe how much I was attached to 
Byouinzaka. 

"—It's nothing. No matter what kind of person you are, that won't 
change anything. I'm fine as long as you continue to be Byouinzaka 
Kuroneko. I was certainly surprised, but well, that's about it. I always tell 


you not to underestimate me, don't I? I'm a guy that solves all kinds of 
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problems, you know. You and I have always been commonplace and 
ordinary friends. Are you relieved with that?" 

"I'm grateful. By the way—" 

Then Byouinzaka abruptly changed the subject. 

"Our conversation got cut at a good point." 
oe Conversation?" 

"The one about who killed Kazusawa-kun." 

I couldn't react in the moment." 

" .....Did you figure it out?" 

"Yeah. I did. And this time, perfectly." 

Byouinzaka nonchalantly acquiesced. In a tone filled with confidence. In 
the tone...... of someone having completely solved the problem. I could 
perfectly imagine what kind of face she was making on the other side of the 
call. 
shtek But how, when, why—" 

"Well, listen well, Samatoki-kun." 

"B-but— Byouinzaka...... 

Here—I realized my sloppiness for the first time. The words Byouinzaka 
pronounced during the day at the kendo hall—at first, the aim was to remove 
us all from the list of suspects. I realized the meaning behind why that was in 
the past tense. Hitsuuchi Samatoki, Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki, Byouinzaka 
Kuroneko, Mukaezuki Hakohiko, Kotohara Ririsu, Kazusawa Rokunin— 

"Hold on a second, shut up for a moment, Byouinzaka—" 

"Usually, when one thinks of a culprit, they imagine one person, but this 
time, it was two people." 

Byouinzaka didn't wait, and didn't shut up. 


"Mukaezuki Hakohiko and Kotohara Ririsu. These two are the culprits." 
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Those doing the killing and those being killed are equally human. 


Have you ever felt like the world had a will? That the world had a fixed 
structure and organization, like an organism? Then, in that case, the world 
wouldn't have an owner. I mean, the world wouldn't exist as an 
aggregation, but as something independent. I wouldn't be a part of that 
world, and the notion of my world would be a false transience. Also, I'm sure, 
the act of achieving a goal inside that world would be useless, irrelevant 
whether it happened or not. Size creates that much difference. Even if you 
exerted your abilities to the fullest and chose the optimal option and 
achieved the best result, what would that accomplish? It was nothing but a 
trivial story either way, wasn't it? But—that being said, if you asked me 
directly how much value the act of achieving a goal had in itself, that would 
certainly be a difficult question to answer accurately—no matter how the 
world was. For instance, let's say that someone wanted to become an author. 
They would surely work hard towards achieving that dream, that objective. 
They would surely write manuscripts and submit them to awards and such. 
They might even bring them directly to an editor. Anyways, they would 
exert some effort. They would presumably work earnestly and seriously. 
They might get discouraged at times. The text they put their soul into and 
fully devoted themselves to might end up moving the heart of no one. They 
might have had some work they sloppily wrote praised by their 
family/siblings/friends/acquaintances and gotten a wrong idea from it. 
They might not manage to take confidence in themselves and escape the 
influence of the early works they'd read and, without knowing the 
difference between respect and parody, they might copy their references in 
their entirety and progress in the wrong direction. Or maybe they might find 
out that one of their predecessors had already put into practice what they 
thought was a completely original idea, becoming awfully disappointed as 


a result. They might admire only the big shots, to the degree that they 
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behave like one, even when their work cannot match up to that, leading to 
those around them getting fed up with them. They might be satisfied just 
by aiming at a goal, and then stop growing. However, due to continuously 
repeating those series of discouragements and mistakes and 
misunderstandings and disillusions, they end up becoming an author. Their 
dreams finally come true. But—but, what in the world does that amount to? 
Having your dream come true merely means that your dream came true. 
Achieving your goal only means that your goal was achieved. And that’s 
that. Just that. Nothing changes, nothing improves. Even if they say that all 
the suffering and efforts they went through were worth it, once the goal is 
achieved, things like suffering or effort vanish. They’d only remain if they 
were unable to accomplish their goals. When the results come up, they will 
tilt their heads and ask "Was that really it?”, left only with emptiness. It is 
said that 'results are important' or 'results are everything,' but I want to 
ask, what is there after those results? What's the deal past the results, when 
continuing the end? What to do after solving the problem? What to do next, 
after getting perfect marks? When getting perfect marks, what problem is 
there to solve next? Once hope becomes truth, none of it remains. That is, 
in other words, despair. Is that a fatal fault—is achieving a goal a 
consumption based on the law of entropy? Wouldn't the frog inside the well, 
which finally gets to the ocean, upon learning of the vast world, just end up 
drowning to death in the seawater? In this world, dreams and goals might 
be nothing but movements of energy in order to make the world move 
forward, and all actions might lack a will. For instance, even when I 
constantly solve every problem in front of me, that doesn't lead me 
anywhere. Only... how should I say it.... I’m executing a tiny process, one 
person's worth of a process that the world doesn't care about. If that’s like 
a kite whose string was cut, then aren’t I merely a limp and unreachable 
piece of fabric? 

isee But.... This problem.... This problem, this way of setting up a problem 


is, in my opinion, foolish and stupid. Close to a false accusation, similar to 
222 


fault finding. It’s on the same level of idiocy as asking "how many Tokyo 
domes can fit inside one Tokyo dome?" 

Don't get the wrong idea. 

I'm not doing it with such deep thought. I have neither an ideology nor 
something to claim. I have nothing to protect or grow inside my heart. There 
is a problem in front of me, and therefore I solve it. I can't bear having a 
problem before me. I'm not doing it for the world, I'm not doing it for 
myself. I'm not doing it for you, I'm not doing it for me. If an insect flies 
close to one's face, it’s natural to wave it away. Even lions or demons would 
do the same. It’s no different. If there’s something I don’t understand, I can 
die. If I have to escape from things I don't understand, I can die. Ambiguity 
and irrationality and contradictions and deception and vague unnaturality 
and meaninglessness and forceful thinking, any and all of them are our 
enemies. We are fish. Frail fish unable to breathe without swimming in the 
vast ocean that is the world. We are warriors. Puny warriors unable to lie 
outside of the battlefield that is the world. 

Laugh at us. 
sites Do you have any business with me?" 

The next day, in the early morning, I headed out to Outouin Academy 
earlier than usual, without waking Yorutsuki up. Since both my parents 
were absent, although I felt bad about it, I made it so Yorutsuki would be 
late on purpose. I’d already thought of how to cover up for that, so no 
problem there. Rather, having Yorutsuki inside the academy during the time 
that was to come would’ve been more of a problem for me. Even if she 
stayed inside her second year classroom, just thinking about Yorutsuki 
being near me—would have made me hesitate, no matter what. Arriving at 
the academy after climbing the Stairway to Heaven, I left a note on a textbook 
inside Kotohara's desk. I was imitating Byouinzaka Kuroneko. I desperately 
hated it being done to me, but I wanted to try it out for myself at least once. 
I then climbed the stairs further and waited on the roof. I thought it 


might’ve been locked because of the ruckus Byouinzaka caused the day 
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prior, but it was still open. Did this academy have no concept of risk 
management? Well, that was fine. All it meant was that I didn't need to use 
the hammer I brought. 

"IT have no idea what would lead to such lousy handwriting being 
scribbled on my textbook, though." 

In spite of those words, Kotohara appeared on the roof as if fully 
prepared for what was to come, with an aware, bitter smile. Like yesterday, 
I was laying on the tiled floor. Kotohara was near the door and didn't come 
to my side. At least I wouldn't be able to peep up her skirt from this angle. 
I glanced at Kotohara's figure. Aah—I really hadn't noticed until then. This 
girl—she was pretty cute. 

"Ahaha. Calling someone out to the rooftop is pretty cliché, analogue, 
and easy to see through, Hitsuuchi-sama." 

"Yes." 

I acquiesced. 

"I was thinking of professing my love." 

"Ts that soe" 

Kotohara was still smiling nonchalantly. 

"That's an unpleasant joke. Reaaaally unpleasant. How vile. Was 
Hitsuuchi always such an awful guy?" 

"....It's not really a joke." 

"Weren't there other ways to start the conversation?" 

"You think I'm heartless?" 

"T wonder. At this point, I'm no good with this kind of thing." 

"T can't answer, even if you ask me." 

Kotohara glanced towards the iron fence. For an instant, I feared she was 
planning on jumping off. No, she probably wouldn't. At least, not until our 
conversation was over. And I needed to guide the conversation in a way that 
she still wouldn't, even after it was over. I stood up and turned towards 
Kotohara. 
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"T see. Then I won't ask any more." 
"Yeah, thanks." 

"Then, I only have one thing to confirm." 
"Go ahead." 

"Did you kill Kazusawa-kun?" 

Kotohara hesitated just a little to answer. Although she did hesitate, it 
was really for a short while, and then she immediately answered "Yes." She 
undeniably agreed. 

"Yeah, I did kill Kazusawa-kun. I regret it, sorry." 

"Well..... the one who directly dirtied his hands was probably Hakohiko 
though." 

"Oh, no no." 

Kotohara got flustered for the first time and took one step towards me. 
She soon took notice of it, and took that step back. It was as if she was more 
scared than necessary of being closer to me. Scared. Scared, scared. Fear. 
Worries. Yes, all of that, I'm sure Kotohara was scared of it all at that 
moment. Everything made her afraid, made her fear getting killed. For 
someone who killed, for someone who demonstrated that was possible, it 
was a very real fear and an exceedingly pressing problem. And the current 
Kotohara had no way of solving that problem. 

"I was the one who did it. I, Kotohara Ririsu, killed him. Well, that too 
was kind of an accident, and I didn't want to kill him at all. But yeah, that's 
just an excuse. But you see, Hakohiko had nothing to do with it, really. He 


simply helped me. I forced him to lend me a hand." 


"So please don't blame Hakohiko." 

If I asked Hakohiko, he would probably say the contrary, I thought. In 
either case, it was the testimony of a killer, so it couldn't be trusted. But it 
couldn’t be helped that they’d say things like that. It was of no use to say 


that. I hadn't called her here to talk about that. 
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"To be frank, I'm relieved." 

Kotohara said that, and laughed on her own. 

"Huh, that line comes up a lot in dramas? Ahaha, and I'm saying it 
myself, I look so stupid. But you know...... I'm actually relieved. I feel like a 
weight was taken off my shoulders. Like a trip ended and I finally came 
home. In the end, home truly is the best. After all, I was wondering whether 
I would live feeling like that forever. But I couldn't turn myself in. It's tough 
when there's an accomplice." 

"T bet." 

"IT thought Hitsuuchi would see through it." 

"Hmm..... That's quite...." 

It was rude of me to not have been able to answer to those expectations. 

"I was—really frightened. It's weird, right? It makes me laugh. Even 
though I believed I would do fine even if I ended up in that kind of situation. 
I thought I had the guts, yeah. But thinking and actually doing it is 
completely different. Assumptions, presumptions. Thinking about it now, I 
shouldn't have asked for Hakohiko's help, right. I feel bad for dragging him 
into it." 

"He's probably not thinking he got dragged into anything. In the same 
way you're not thinking you got dragged into anything." 

"T think that kind of thing is cool. I wouldn't be able to do any of that. 
Because I hate both having and being a deadweight." 

"Like a lone wolf." 

"Kind of." 

"A lonely wolf." 

"Don't say it in English." 

"But—you're kind." 

"As I said—stop pushing your personal delusions. That's the real wrong 
impression. I'm not kind. Not a bit, not a speck. If I were in your guys’ shoes, 
I would have chosen a different answer. I'm not like you two. However—it 
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probably doesn't come down to which solution is correct. For this kind of 
problem..... there's more than one correct answer. The most bothersome 
type of problem, the one that may have a mistake on the question giver's 
side. It's really unpleasant, Kotohara. That kind of problem is the kind I hate 
the most. No matter whether I solve it or not, it's unpleasant." 

"It was for my sake, wasn't it? That you did this incomprehensible and 


complicated thing." 


She seemed to have trouble saying it, but the fact that she was troubled 
was enough. Or maybe this was something that didn't even need to be asked. 
It may have been unnecessary, but even then, selfish as it was, I couldn't 
help but check. I couldn't help but check whether this kind of person existed 
near me, in my world. 

"That's right, but errr, you don't need to mind. I mean, you know, how 
should I say, it's something we did on our own." 

"Yeah, you're right. I don't feel like minding it." 

I said as coldly as possible. So that it sounded as cold as possible. 

"It's not like I asked for it. Nor like I wished for you to do it. Also, be it 
an accident or whatever, one shouldn't kill. Once you kill, everything is over. 
That's why I won't thank you. I won't thank you two. I won't feel guilty 
either. I won't pay any mind to you two." 

"Yes. I would be grateful if you could do that." 

"But, Kotohara. You're only saying things like that." 

I said. 

"'Don't mind it' or 'Forget it,' you know..... What do you take my memory 
for? My brain isn't a floppy disk. As if I could format it so simply. Don't you 
think you're being too selfish on that front?" 

"Mmm..... Aah, for when I confessed to you." 


Kotohara awkwardly averted her eyes. 
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"You see, yeah, Hakohiko got mad at me after that. 'If you do something 
like that, Samatoki will definitely notice something.' But you see...... If I let 
that chance go, I felt like I would’ve never had another one. I guess it’s 
called being overcome with emotion? Ever since that moment, I’ve been in 
fear. Lying to you with a composed face, lying with laughter, and lying by 
reconciling; it was all very tough. But that was reckless. I hurriedly took it 
back, but I guess it was too late. Everything was too late. Although I'm just 
talking off the top of my head." 
sigue Lying is simple. But continuing to lie is hard. It's the same as how 
continuing to like something is hard. That's how it works." 

"A great quote. Yes...... that's how it is. How should I put it? I had to lie 
to everyone..... I had to lie to my family, my friends, and you, the one I love. 
I had to laugh, even though I lied, and I received laughter back, even though 
I lied. It's like I was lying to the world. It felt like that. I felt like I couldn't 
be accepted by anyone." 

Worries, and fear. Fear, and wotries. 

"That's what killing someone is, if you’ll allow me to talk like I know it 
all. That feeling will never disappear." 

"Yes...... So, Hitsuuchi," 

Kotohara paused in her sentence, then said. 

"Don't concern yourself with someone like me. And forget what I said 
the other day. Act like I never existed. Make me disappear from your life." 
nee You are—" 

Act like she never existed. That means, in other words—I wouldn't be 
able to recall Kotohara at any time, whether during sad or happy times. 

"All I said was a joke. I'm just a joke. So don't pay any mind to me 
anymore." 

Seeing Kotohara say that with a smile, refreshed and devoid of any 
regret— "Heh," I laughed with my nose. It should have been a scornful and 
unpleasant laugh. 


"Oh please." 
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Then I said. 

"It's impossible for me to not mind you. I mean, I came to like you." 
"....What's that?" 

"A confession of love." 

m 

Although she expressed some puzzlement, she didn't seem to be 
surprised. She might have expected it. It wouldn't have been weird for 
Hakohiko to expect it, but I wonder about Kotohara..... I think she didn't. 
Then probably, in this situation, in such a situation, Kotohara Ririsu was in 
a stance where things could go either way. Kotohara had already concluded, 
and was now continuing after the end. 

"T like you. Please go out with me." 

"Such plain words." 

"You wanted throbbing words?" 

"Of course, I'm a girl after all." 

"Shut up. If you want your heart to beat, go run a marathon." 

"Rude!" 

"I don't care about you killing someone. That doesn't matter in the 
slightest. Kazusawa-kun is already dead. I think murder is bad, but nothing 
can be done about that now. We can't change what’s done. Regrets don't 
mean anything. What's important is how and what to choose in this 
situation. Among the paths leading to somewhere, what to conclude. How 
to solve not past problems, but present ones. It's about choosing the optimal 
option." 

I got closer to Kotohara. 

"Kotohara Ririsu. I have no clue about what will happen after this, but I 
wonder, what choice you’!l make—" 

''W-wa wa." 

Kotohara ran away. My arms, which were trying to hug her, swung in 
the air. Kotohara turned away after taking the same distance as earlier, 
trying not to show me her face. I thought of trying to pursue her further to 
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forcibly grab her, but unlike Yorutsuki, I didn't just have to touch her. If 
Kotohara thought this distance was best, then that was fine. If she didn't 
want to show me her face, I wouldn't go around and hug her by the shoulder. 
I purposely wouldn't think about what face she was making. I wouldn't 
think about whether she was blushing or crying or something else. I shall 
continue the conversation like this. 

"Let's calm down and talk, Shard Gatherer-kun." 

"Yeah. Pure composure is the name of my secret technique, Names of the 
Meats-san." 

"So you want to go out with me?" 

"Yeah." 

"Even though you didn't even answer the last time?" 

"T didn't like you yet at that time." 

"And now you like mee" 

"Yeah." 

"Second to your little sister, no?" 

"Apart from my sister." 

"How did that happen?" 

"Romantic feelings need no reason." 

"I'm a murderer." 

"No matter if you kill or not, you are you." 

"What do you mean by going out?" 

"Doing all sorts of things together." 

"And concretely?" 


"Things I'm too embarrassed to say out loud." 


"Also doing lewd things." 
"I'm new to a lot of things, so I'll be a pain, you know?" 
"I'm experienced in most things, so I'll take the lead." 
sats But, as you can see, I have no breasts, you knowe" 
"T'll endure." 
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"In reality, I can't really yield on that though." 

At that point, Kotohara turned her entire body towards me. It was a sour 
expression, with one eye closed, bizarrely unclear whether she was angry or 
sad or smiling or crying. However, the only certain thing was that she was 
loathfully glaring at me. The impression from earlier, of being aware that 
she’d arrived at the final stop, of being aware she had concluded, was 
nowhere to be seen. It was the normal and ordinary Kotohara Ririsu I often 
Saw. 

"You know, even though you say things like that, although I don't have 
breasts, my scapulas are amazing, you knowe" 

"Um? Scapula? Hmm, that's a point I’d never paid any attention to in my 
ten and odd years." 

"Don't look down on me so quickly. Once you touch them, I'm sure 
Hitsuuchi will be obsessed with me. You will become a slave of scapulas. Up 
to now, I've used those to make thousands of men obey my will." 

"'Hohoo. Let me see." 

Taking three quick steps at once, I closed in on Kotohara and, this time 
for sure, embraced her with my arms. Kotohara didn't run away. A flashback 
of the sensation of hugging Yorutsuki rushed through my head. I also 
thought back to when Kotohara hugged me at the bus stop on that day. 
Hmm..... Certainly, Yorutsuki might be lacking these scapulas. 

"Hitsuuchi." 

"Mme" 

"T can't trust you, so repeat it once more." 
araee Err, that I will endure you not having breasts?" 

"Not that!" 

Kotohara raised her hung face and yelled. 

"Say that you’ll love me everyday from now on!" 
aoty Easy request." 


I kissed her. 
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A deep kiss, different from the ones with Yorutsuki. 


"Hitsuuchi Samatoki, Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki, Byouinzaka Kuroneko, 
Mukaezuki Hakohiko, Kotohara Ririsu, Kazusawa Rokunin —investigating 
the case by limiting the suspects to those six, by being in a world only 
composed of them, we immediately faced a wall. That is, for those of us 
actually related to the case—even looking from the perspective of 
Samatoki-kun, the one at the center of these events, we cruelly lack any 
information. Before even thinking of deducing or investigating, we were in 
a situation where we couldn't even act. Naturally, needless to say, had we 
wanted to doubt everyone, we could have done so. Even including the 
possibility of Kazusawa-kun comitting suicide, anyone and everyone could 
have been the culprit, or so it felt. And conveniently, there was one person 
with an easy to understand motive; that is obviously you, Samatoki-kun, and 
your little sister. Frankly speaking, finding a culprit with those conditions 
is quite difficult—but even then, we couldn't know until we tried, and we 
mustn't run away from things we don't know. We had to think. The 
essential point was proving whether it was possible. Finding out whether 
someone acted suspiciously or unnaturally. Looking at it objectively, the 
most suspicious person would be Samatoki-kun. That is because you had a 
quarrel with Kazusawa-kun right before the incident happened. Therefore, 
your name is on the forefront of the list. That aspect didn't sit well with me 
and is part of what pushed me to investigate this case. However, thinking 
about it, Samatoki-kun had solid proof of his innocence. Ever since you 
parted with Kazusawa-kun, you left with Hakohiko-kun and Kotohara-san; 
you left the academy. That was recorded by the gate. Now, I wonder, what 
was Kazusawa-kun's estimated time of death? A somewhat accurate time 
of death must have been deduced by an autopsy or an inquest, but none of 
us have access to that information, so we have to deduce it to the best of 


our abilities. You saw Kazusawa-kun, the living Kazusawa-kun, for the last 
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time, at that dojo past seven o'clock. After that, he didn't come home. Nor 
did he leave the academy. And when it became a problem the next morning, 
we had no knowledge of his movements until his body was discovered in 
the gymnasium storage room during first period. Then, we should assume 
that he died sometime between those two events. Was it that evening or the 
next morning? The story progresses differently depending on which 
possibility we go with, but we have no way to eliminate either with the little 
information we possess. He might have been killed at night, right after 
parting with you, as well as after hiding in the academy due to certain 
circumstances. ‘Certain circumstances' sounds too convenient, so thinking 
normally, it would probably have been at night. However, we have no 
grounds to deny the possibility of it being the next morning, after students 
started arriving. Still, on our side, we would have an alibi for Samatoki-kun. 
It would be simple to prove by looking at the time you passed the gate and 
the time you arrived in the classroom. I can be a witness for that. I, I—right, 
me. Speaking of arriving early in the morning before anyone, myself, 
Byouinzaka Kuroneko, is first on the list. Were I to suppose that Kazusawa- 
kun was killed in the morning, there is a high probability that I would be 
the culprit. However—this too, cannot be proven. I know myself that I am 
not the culprit, and even removing my subjective view, I think we can arrive 
at the same conclusion from Samatoki-kun's perspective. Can you prove 
that I am the culprit? Or perhaps, can you prove that Mukaezuki-kun or 
Kotohara-san are the culprits? No one can do that. If you continue to 
investigate through and through, you might find new pieces of information, 
but that would be after-the-fact information and rightfully criticized as 
being unfair. In the world, even in one's own world, no matter if it's a world 
small enough to fit in the palm of one’s hand, there are an infinity of things 
one cannot know. Even then, we must search for an answer within that 
finite set. However, that said, I cannot deny that in reality, searching 
through this finite set with limited information feels like it doesn't lead 
anywhere. Then, is it impossible to identify the culprit no matter what? In 
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the end, was putting those six on the suspects' list a fundamental mistake, 
and doubting them was misplaced? Impossible to demonstrate, therefore 
they are not the culprits? No, even so, there is a slight reversal of the world 
possible, if one chooses to acknowledge it, which surprisingly leads to the 
true state of things and to a glimpse of the answer. That is my methodology. 
Undeniably so, truly undeniably so. In the end the problem converges to the 
single question; when was Kazusawa-kun killed? Right, you see, that day, 
when I heard the gist of your reconciliation with Kotohara and the 
conclusion of Kazusawa-kun's case in the infirmary, a contradiction stuck 
with me for no particular reason. A contradiction, an irrationality. With that, 
a hypothesis was born in my head. At that point, it was merely a hypothesis, 
but since it passed through my head, I had to acknowledge it. It was for that 
reason that yesterday we paid a visit to the dojo and I had you reiterate to 
me the events once more, this time with an unmatched accuracy. In order 
to strengthen that hypothesis, to guarantee it, to be confident of it, to 
confirm it. And in reality, I felt like I was coming close to the answer. 
Looking from the perspective of anyone else, I think they would agree with 
that. And, to just state the result concisely, relying on your quick 
understanding, the hypothesis I had at that point was 'Was the Kazusawa- 
kun that Samatoki-kun saw on that day, at that time, not Kazusawa-kun— 
', Naturally 'on that day, at that time' refers to when Mukaezuki-kun and 
Kazusawa-kun were hitting each other. Borrowing your expression, it 
would be when 'Hakohiko was beating Kazusawa-kun up’. Since you 
actually saw it, you might want to reject that hypothesis from the start, but 
think about it a little. In kendo, hitting each other means, of course, in the 
context of a highschool kendo club, that they would without fail be wearing 
armor, right? It is so obvious that you didn't bring it up, but they were 
wearing a loin guard, gauntlets, a plastrong, and a helmet—or else, they 
wouldn't be doing something like hitting each other. If one were to be hit 
without wearing armor, they would normally die instantly. Right, at that 
time, both Kazusawa-kun and Mukaezuki-kun were wearing helmets. 
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Furthermore, they were hitting each other far from the hall's entrance, in 
the ring near the kaminata. A kendo ring is about ten meters in all 
directions, so we can calculate that there was, on average, fifteen meters 
between you and them. Adding to that, Samatoki-kun, you couldn't tell the 
manga the person sitting in front of you was reading, and you couldn't tell 
which textbook I threw away from my bed. In other words, that's the level 
of vision you have. There's no way you could have seen through, at least 
instantaneously, who the people hitting each other wearing helmets some 
distance away from you were. Then, why did you immediately assume that 
they were Mukaezuki-kun and Kazusawa-kun? Even if, in Mukaezuki- 
kun’s case, it was because he’d called you there, why assume it was 
Kazusawa-kun? The reason is exceedingly simple and exceedingly clear. 
Both of them were regulars of the kendo club. And to take part in official 
matches—regulars must have their names written in large letters on their 
loin guard. 'Outouin Academy: Mukaezuki' and 'Outouin Academy: 
Kazusawa,' just like a school uniform's name tag, a gym uniform's chest 
tag, or an author's pen name. Recently, some have been putting it on bags 
instead of embroidering names, but from what I was able to confirm in the 
changing room, this academy still chooses to go with embroidery. Well, that 
didn't necessarily have to be checked, either way would have been fine. In 
either case, Samatoki-kun, you wouldn't have been able to tell who was 
hitting who, to decide on who was who, if the names weren't inscribed. 
Since you exchanged words with Mukaezuki-kun and saw his face after 
that, it was certain that the one wearing Mukaezuki's armor was none other 
than himself. Now, don't you think Kazusawa-kun has become quite 
suspect with that? Because, with the way things went down, no matter who 
the person wearing Kazusawa-kun's armor was, they could make you 
misrecognize them for him. And ultimately, as long as they changed the 
loin armor, it could have been anyone. Now then, who in the world could be 
a good candidate to play Kazusawa-kun? Me? How about me? Let's start by 
thinking about Byouinzaka Kuroneko. You took the shortest route to the 
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gymnasium, but I somehow got there ahead of you by running or flying or 
whatever, wore Kazusawa-kun's armor and started hitting Mukaezuki-kun. 
That's how it would end up. —However, that is impossible. My stature is 
different from Kazusawa-kun's. Earlier, I said that anyone could have done 
it, but a difference in silhouette would have been spotted at a glance. 
Samatoki-kun cannot read fine characters but can see what's written on the 
blackboard; you can tell that someone is reading a manga by the size of the 
book or the shape; you can see that sort of thing. I'm small and have big 
boobs. I cannot play the role of a man, even if that man was Kazusawa-kun, 
who had a feminine and slender stature. He didn't have breasts, did he? Oh? 
Then isn't a possibility showing up? Right, Samatoki-kun appraised that 
himself, you commented that when you saw Kazusawa-kun, that his stature 
didn't differ much from Yorutsuki's. Exactly. Your little sister, Hitsuuchi 
Yorutsuki, would have worked as a replacement for Kazusawa-kun and 
tricked your eyes. Yes.... but that's a halfhearted reasoning too. Saying that 
everything would have worked just because their stature matched is 
extremely careless. I mean, Samatoki-kun, didn't you say so yourself? 
Wasn't your little sister bad at gym class but no lesser than average or below 
at it? That's a highly rhetorical way of putting it, but it simply means that 
she is below average, to the point of slipping, even when there is no snow. 
I'm repeating myself, but kendo is an exceedingly harsh sport. So harsh that 
the average Joe would have trouble just moving with the armor on. 
Ultimately, it's not a sport that a girl, out of breath after climbing a slope, 
would be able to practice for long—well, I'm not in any place to criticize, 
though. Furthermore, the opponent in this case was a second dan whose 
name was known through the highschool kendo world, Hakohiko the 
Mukaezuki. Sparring with him? That's not even a joke. Even if Mukaezuki- 
kun held back, that wouldn't be a match, a sparring session. Setting aside 
what happened towards the end, at the very least, they showed off a 
performance that changed your view on kendo, prestigious enough to make 


you think it was sublime, didn't they? Then we have to cross off the 
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possibility of the below average Hitsuuchi Yorutsuki doing it. Then, to 
process it just in case, Hitsuuchi Samatoki, for Samatoki-kun—Ahaha, you 
are the witness so you haven't even met Kazusawa-kun. Your stature is 
completely different too. Then I wonder if that Kazusawa-kun was none 
other than Kazusawa-kun himself? No no, we shouldn't rush to that 
conclusion, we still have one candidate left, don't we? Right, Kotohara 
Ririsu. Kotohara-san. Kotohara-san is a one dan who has always been 
practicing with Hakohiko and still swings the sword sporadically nowadays. 
There should be no problem with her skills. Then, is the problem with her 
stature? Unlike me, her breasts are modest and easy to hide, but is that 
enough of a reason to assume she could take his place...... No, hold on? There 
was Samatoki-kun's testimony. Of when Kotohara-san hugged you at the 
bus stop. 'This sensation was similar to when I was held by Yorutsuki’....., 
and ‘it was simply a matter of stature’. Putting it the other way, Kotohara- 
san and your little sister were of similar stature....... Hence follows: 
Kotohara-san and Kazusawa-kun were of similar stature. Therefore, we 
can say that the swap was possible. Samatoki-kun might be thinking 'You 
think I wouldn't notice a person I know well swapping with the person in 
front of me?', but they had a helmet, and even when Kazusawa-kun 
answered to Mukaezuki-kun's scolding, Hedidn't pronounce anything loud 
enough for you to hear, right? When he left and got a little closer to you, he 
didn't even glance at you, did he? He was also hiding his supposedly flashy 
hair with the veil under the helmet—ah right, you picked off the scent of the 
kendo hall from Kotohara-san at the bus stop, didn't you? She might have 
erased it with perfume or something, but really, I learned it the hard way in 
the changing room; that smell isn't something light enough to be erased so 
easily. Kotohara-san only entered the hall up to the entrance. The smell 
wouldn’t have stuck so much to her body if she hadn't worn any armor— 
but well, that might just be a trivial detail to strengthen the theory. Here is 
how it would play out: You were called at seven o'clock. Mukaezuki-kun and 
Kotohara-san wearing Kazusawa-kun's armor aimed for the timing of 
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your arrival and sparred with each other. In order to show you that. 
Mukaezuki-kun won. Kazusawa-kun left. Went to change clothes in the 
storeroom or the toilet, then Kotohara-san returned to the hall, making it 
seem like she passed by Kazusawa-kun—at the very least, there is no 
contradiction with that version of the story. It is rational. Don't you think 
so? The swap between Kazusawa-kun and Kotohara-san was possible. 
Kotohara-san has no alibi for that. After all, wandering around the grounds 
alone conversely means that she had no one to prove her being somewhere 
else. Aah, how beautiful. However, it is still hasty to draw a conclusion. I 
mean, the reasoning just now only demonstrated that the swap between 
Kotohara-san and Kazusawa-kun was possible. We haven't proven in the 
slightest that they did indeed swap. We haven't achieved anything on that 
front. Since we haven't proven anything, the presumption of innocence 
should still be in effect. In other words, that was Kazusawa-kun. There is no 
proof or grounds to deny that fact in sight—in the end, nothing more than 
a hypothesis. Something as preposterous as swapping was, in the end, a 
false accusation—but it is too early to give up like that. Giving up means 
death, and it's not like people die that frequently. If we can prove that 
Kazusawa-kun was Kazusawa-kun, that would lead to proving that the only 
possible person able to take his place, Kotohara-san, would have been 
Kazusawa-kun. That should be readily considered. 'I wonder if there is 
anything?' As if there was any need to think about it. There was already a 
hint among what I said up to now. I’ve already said out loud a fact 
demonstrating that Kazusawa-kun wasn't Kazusawa-kun. However, well, 
perhaps Samatoki-kun doesn't understand that. After all, you believed 
kendo was done on tatami and thought that sitting cross-legged was polite. 
You were unbelievably ignorant of the rules. Ignorant of rules? Oh my, 
deducing from those words, I guess Kazusawa-kun broke some sort of rule? 
Was that what caused Kazusawa-kun's downfall? However, it's not like it 
was your sister who swapped with him, but Kotohara-san, and she had a 
dan, right? Would that be possible? And you see, it is. Rather, in order for 
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Kotohara-san to become Kazusawa-kun, there was a need to break a rule of 
kendo. Incidentally, Hakohiko-kun too. But please Samatoki-kun, this is 
well within the range of common knowledge, so don't run away with 
excuses like 'I wasn't in a position to know something like that.' First of all, 
I will talk about that information. In kendo, when attacking, be that at the 
helmet or the loin or the gauntlet, well, it's highschool, so thrusts are 
banned, but anyway, one has to attack along with a shout. Otherwise it 
won't count as an ippon”, Samatoki-kun. Naturally, it's not like one 
absolutely has to say it. There won't be any punishment for that; it simply 
won't count as an ippon. However, hitting each other for a few minutes, and 
so fiercely that it came out as being prestigious, with none of them letting 
out a single word—would be impossible. It was a special training, so two 
people swinging their shinai in a closed space in silence—wouldn't be 
qualified as kendo. It cannot be silent. The only sound was towards the end. 
Mukaezuki-kun's last attack, wasn't it? Well, no matter how much 
Mukaezuki-kun was aware of you being an amateur, he probably thought 
it would be safer to do some follow up on that. Therefore, Mukaezuki-kun 
couldn't operate with the normal rules when Kazusawa-kun was being 
silent, otherwise it would seem too unnatural. Unnatural.... Right, however, 
if we're talking about unnatural, then that was a trick which only worked 
on Samatoki-kun because you didn't know about the rules in place—I 
wasn't quite confident myself, so I checked the rulebook—depending on the 
angle you looked at it from, it was clearly unnatural. If something was 
unnatural, what was the goal of that abnormality? Exactly, as I said 
earlier—Kazusawa-kun couldn't say anything in order to keep up the 
charade for you. Of course, you would notice it if he spoke. No matter what, 
I cannot imagine a normal highschooler would have learned how to mimic 
voices. Therefore, even if that Kazusawa-kun was anyone else, he couldn't 


have been Kazusawa Rokunin himself. That is, excluding the possibility of 


5 A point in kendo. The same word is also used for Judo. 
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Mukaezuki-kun being a low-life who would crush Kazusawa-kun's throat 
and beat him up, but from the perspective of Samatoki-kun who called him 
a nice guy, that's something I don't even need to demonstrate the 
impossibility of. Ah, if you want evidence, I have some more, now that I 
think about it. You know, Kazusawa-kun..... from your testimony, he flew 
out of the hall still wearing his armor, right? There wasn't any sign of him 
entering the changing room or taking baggage with him, right? Well, we 
can even say he had a bag outside of the hall and forgot to remove the armor. 
We can even say he had a pouch for his armor waiting for him outside. 
But..... Mukaezuki-kun locked the kendo hall without waiting for 
Kazusawa-kun to come back. Isn't that because Mukaezuki-kun already 
knew—was already aware that Kazusawa-kun wouldn't return? Well, maybe 
the assumption from earlier was true and there truly was a pouch or a bag 
waiting for him outside, like in the storeroom. Or maybe Hakohiko-kun 
returned it to the changing room early in the morning. I wonder which it is. 
Anyone can understand that none of them being true would further create 
more contradictions. Well, that's unnecessary... trivial details. What we 
should focus on most here is the testimony of passing by Kazusawa-kun, 
which should be impossible with Kazusawa-kun alone—rather, Kotohara- 
san's false testimony. That no matter whether he was wearing a helmet or 
not, there was no way they could have been close enough for Kotohara-san 
to notice he was crying! Fufun, case closed. Now, it has been demonstrated 
that the two you saw that day weren't Mukaezuki-kun and Kazusawa-kun but 
Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san. However, let's think about it. What could 
have been the meaning of this act? What I have been purposely not taking 
into consideration up until now in my theorizing, the motive, why would 
they do that? What was the meaning behind all of that? The objective, the 
goal. I cannot imagine they create this inconsistency and irrationality for no 
reason at all. Since they created such an inconsistency, since they did 
something so unnatural, they must have had an objective. Let's search for 


that. Mukaezuki-kun beat Kazusawa-kun up in order to resolve the conflict you 
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had with him, then made you reconcile with Kotohara—how should we alter this 
plan which, looking at it like this, seems so straightforward? Aah, I don't 
know. If we don't know, then let's think. The first thing to come up to my 
mind would be a play from these two for Samatoki-kun's sake. In order to 
calm down Samatoki-kun, whose blood rushed to his head so much he 
assaulted an underclassman, by hurting Kazusawa-kun a little to show him 
what would happen, and make you reconcile with Kotohara-san while 
they're at it. However, looking back at it, what meaning was there to this 
lie? At this point, both Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san knew that the 
basis for Samatoki-kun's actions resided in your little sister. And wasn't 
Kazusawa-kun in the same class as her? And there was precisely a problem 
between that sister and that Kazusawa-kun. If they simply bluffed their way 
out of it, it would be exposed the next day. And if that happened, the 
reconciliation would be ruined, wouldn't it? Setting aside Kazusawa-kun, 
ruining that would be the worst case of all. It could have been for a 
temporary fix—but if we go with that, if we assume they truly wanted to do 
that, there was no need for something as complex as Kotohara-san taking 
his place. They would have just needed to beat the real Kazusawa-kun up. 
Creating a false one is meaningless. Mukaezuki-kun was also thinking he 
needed to correct Kazusawa-kun, so that would have been two or even three 
birds killed with one stone. Was Kazusawa-kun unluckily off-schedule and 
skipped training, so Mukaezuki-kun had Kotohara-san take his place? 
Setting aside whether he was so pressed for time, if he was, then he would 
have brought Kazusawa-kun with him even if he had to pull him by the skin 
of the neck. Or he could simply tell you 'I will take care of Kazusawa.' You 
are by no means someone who cannot understand such things. It is 
impossible for you to directly reject the best possible move. Then why did 
none of that happen..... Perhaps—perhaps, a thought comes up there. 
Perhaps, at that time, when Samatoki-kun went there, everything was 
already over —at this point, it's inevitable for such a thought to surge in our 


head. In the first place, Samatoki-kun, in mystery novels, be they honkaku 
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or puzzlers or whatever, this kind of swap is reputed to be a common means 
to dissimulate the time of death. In other words, for alibi creation. Earlier, 
we wondered about it, but the truth about Kazusawa-kun's time of death 
was unclear. Was it in the evening, during the night, in the morning? 
However, the only reason we don’t know is because we are amateur 
detectives without any information. The police department should have 
narrowed it down to a pretty accurate time soon after the discovery. 
Ahahaah, there was no place for the Late Queen Problem. It seems they didn't 
expect an amateur detective like myself to show up. They totally ignored 
me, how lonely. Anyhow, when you saw Kazusawa-kun sparring in the kendo 
hall, Kazusawa-kun had already died—is it unthinkable that they showed 
you a living Kazusawa-kun in order to falsify that? Yes, that is highly likely. 
Say, thinking of that, doesn't Kotohara's first line after entering the kendo 
hall, 'I passed by a crying Kazusawa-kun,' look too forced? Don't you think 
that Mukaezuki-kun closing the kendo hall behind him holds another, slightly 
different meaning......° If they needed Kazusawa-kun, but that Kazusawa- 
kun was already no longer of this world, they would need to swap to create 
an alternative, no? Wouldn't they? Of course they would. Well, I guess 
having Kazusawa-kun stay behind to correct him was probably true. It would 
be useless to lie for something that can be verified so easily. Setting aside 
whether Kotohara-san was there for that—Mukaezuki-kun ended up 
killing Kazusawa-kun during that correction, ......we can hypothesize that. 
That hypothesis seems closer to the truth. Honestly, I don't think it could 
have happened any other way. If I was asked to think up another hypothesis 
for the reasoning or to demonstrate another reasoning anyone would agree 
with, I would have no choice but to shake my head and make clear my own 
incompetence. If I'm wrong, I would ask you to propose another hypothesis 
that makes sense. If we have a possibility that could be explained by 
anything and one that can only be explained one way, then we can already 
say the latter has been demonstrated. In this case, this is the only reasoning 
we can demonstrate. Or the contrary maybe, this is the only thing that can 
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coherently work as a reasoning, Samatoki-kun. You can understand that by 
the fact you were called at seven o'clock. Whether it was an incident sprung 
forth on the moment or a premeditated act, we have no way of proving 
anything on that front, so let's leave it alone momentarily. If you’ll allow 
me to speak on personal deductions—in other words, I simply filled up 
unclear points on my own terms, so don't expect anything true or correct but 
merely superfluous theorizing—Earlier, I said ‘leaving aside whether 
Kotohara-san was there when it happened,' but I think she probably was. I 
think the plan was originally correcting Kazusawa-kun plus reconciling. And 
they messed up and killed him during the correction. Probably by accident.... 
Kouda-sensei expressed it as bizarre, so they must have disguised it so it 
didn't look that way. But setting that aside—we have enough grounds to say 
that it was an accident, a failure, and that Kotohara-san was there. Because 
I cannot imagine Mukaezuki-kun, who thought of Kotohara-san as a best 
friend and something like family, to call her expressly to drag her into the 
cover up of a crime. Naturally, this means thinking that Mukaezuki-kun 
was the perpetrator—but the opposite is also possible. But thinking 
normally, the perpetrator should have been him. It makes more sense 
power-wise and position-wise. Well, I will repeat myself, but this is just a 
deduction..... So, right, the possibility of Mukaezuki-kun doing it on his own 
and manipulating Kotohara-san, who knew nothing, with a suitable lie 
exists, as well as the opposite. But, well, even then, since they took part in 
a murder, both of them are manipulated yet still accomplices. Thinking of an 
even worse possibility, it could really have been a murder planned after 
these two thought it over. ...... But, no one cares about that. Everything was 
planned from the start; I don't want to think that, as a fellow student. Anyway, 
they killed him—and somehow camouflaged it, I think. They must have had 
the choice of turning themselves in or contacting the police then, but they 
didn't choose that. They hid Kazusawa-kun's corpse in the storeroom, and 
waited for Samatoki-kun, arriving precisely on time as usual, showed you 
that Kazusawa-kun was alive, passed through the gate, accompanied you 
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until they were able to inscribe in the records that they left the school's 
grounds and established both Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san's 
alibis— Looking at the problem from that angle, every part is logically 
resolved, Samatoki-kun. With your testimony, Kazusawa-kun was alive 
until at least seven o'clock, and Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san had 
alibis saying they weren't inside the school when the murder happened — 
that was their scheme, and the inconsistencies born from that were the 


unease and worry I had felt, and what I didn't understand to an hopeless 


— That was 
the hypothesis I had thought of at first, you see. Honestly, I was confident 
in myself until that point. I assumed that was probably correct and invited 
you triumphantly in order to erase your worries, as a friend, and gleefully 
headed to the kendo hall. In order to be certain and check over what I didn't 
understand. Then, after peeping inside the changing room and having 
confirmed my answer to be perfect—well, as Samatoki-kun knows, I was 
really desperately not understanding something. I really, truly, found 
something I didn't understand. A problem inside the problem which could 
not be seen without reaching this far into the problem. The final problem 
finally showed up at this point. I thought I had for sure understood the 
whodunit and howdunit, and assumed the whydunit, the motive to be beating 
up Kazusawa-kun for Samatoki-kun's sake, or at least something along those 
lines. I thought I had fully reached the truth with that—but that wasn't the 
case, Samatoki-kun. That wasn't the case at all. Fufun, this is just like a 
problem in a test. If we want to use both meanings of testing, those being 
testing and checking, then this certainly might be the ideal test problem. A 
three step problem with 1. 2. 3. Prepared solely in order to test us. Obviously 
for them, who were trying to cover up a crime scene, they didn't have the 
leeway to do that. Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san probably didn't have 
that intent, but I myself feel like I was able to measure my own abilities. I 
felt that I was obscenely measured through and through, and furthermore, 
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that I received a failing grade. For instance, if this was submitted as a test 
problem and the first question was 'who is the culprit?', then, if guesses are 
allowed, about half should get it right confidently. It would be tricky to think 
of accomplices with so few suspects, but it was by no means hard to focus 
on Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san. For the second question which is the 
demonstration, about half of the half who easily predicted the right culprits 
would notice the irrationality of Kazusawa-kun not pronouncing anything. 
Arriving here deserves 60 points. Right, coming all this way is merely 60 
points, Samatoki-kun. Samatoki-kun, had you been more seriously 
engrossed in honkaku mysteries, you would have surely gotten those 60 
points. It is difficult to think of it when you're not used to it, but swapping 
is an old and classic thema in mystery novels. I think it's a slight variation, 
but it can be dealt with with marginally more trouble than stealing candy 
from a baby. Although habits are somewhat different between novels and 
reality. However, in this question 1, 2, 3—this three step problem was fine 
in itself, but I embarrassingly enough got careless and was fulfilled with 
resolving question two. I sloppily overlooked the question three awaiting 
me ahead. To compare it to a test again, it's like there were questions on the 
back of the paper. I hope you noticed now that I've said this much, no? If 
you repeat what I said up to now once more, you should notice the big 
contradiction, the worry I was talking about, Samatoki-kun. I said 
something very weird up to now. With that, wishing for a harmonious world 
would only get the gods angry at me. I probably don't need to put on airs 
any more, so I shall now easily and abruptly switch over to the explanation. 
Please don't blame the lack of production on me. I'm not suited for stuff like 
this. I'm a hikikomori, so shy by nature. Creation of alibi. Alibis, swapping. 
Yes, yes, I see, how splendid! Although it was tricky, I cleared that hurdle— 
SO, at this point, the third question we should look at is 'why did the culprit 
do such a thing?', Samatoki-kun. Who is the culprit, what kind of plan did 
they lay, and—what did they plan by doing that, the reason. I somewhat 
touched on it earlier. Since they created inconsistencies, they must have 
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had an aim. But I wish to think about it once more, this time going much 
deeper. What was the reason? What was the aim? What was the goal? This 
meaning is slightly different from the motive. Why did they choose that 
option, why did they decide this was the optimal option, the reason for 
that—exactly, at the very end, I didn't understand that. And you have seen 
where that led me. I caused troubles for Samatoki-kun, truly. Yes, the 
creation of alibi—we can understand by thinking deeper about the meaning 
of making Kazusawa-kun seem still alive and shifting the time of death. No, 
even thinking of the word creation of alibi is fine...... Right, exactly. It seems 
you have noticed. In the long theory I just talked about —Hakohiko-kun's 
alibi is set in stone, but not Kotohara-san's. I mean, isn't that right? At 
first, only Mukaezuki-kun and Kazusawa-kun were inside the hall. After 
that, Kazusawa-kun left the kendo hall, and, making it seem like they passed 
each other—in reality, Kazusawa-kun just changed clothes—Kotohara-san 
arrived. Right? There is a gap, isn't there? Moreover, Kotohara-san testified 
that she had met with Kazusawa-kun. She became the last person to have 
met the victim, Samatoki-kun. This is far from being about alibis, alibi 
creation, or anything like that, this is Earth-shattering! I mean, think about 
it, that means they acted out this whole complex play while having no plans 
at all, you know? Exactly, they surely exerted the best of their abilities and 
chose what they thought was the optimal option, but then why oh why could 
they think this was the best result!? This is meaningless. A crime like this, 
where these two are like a sword and its scabbard, is meaningless if only 
one of them has an alibi. I couldn't understand that, no matter what. I tried 
to bend my hypothesis as soon as I took notice of it, but it was futile. 
Completely useless. For instance, what if Mukaezuki-kun was the only one 
in need of an alibi? They only tried to create an alibi for the perpetrator — 
Kotohara-san only helped to create the alibi but isn't the culprit..... This is 
quite unlikely. I mean, then Kotohara-san would merely need to be the 
witness for Mukaezuki-kun, no? I can't think there is much of a difference 
between the testimony of a classmate treated like a best friend and a 
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childhood friend. Nor can I think of a necessity to purposely take that much 
risk or play out this bad act. If Kotohara-san took Samatoki-kun's place and 
became the witness for Kazusawa-kun being alive, the situation wouldn't 
have changed in the slightest. They would only have needed to call 
Samatoki-kun to cancel the meeting. After all, the punctual Samatoki-kun 
wouldn't come until seven o'clock. So why did they prepare this unnecessary 
trick and plan? Even though this trick created inconsistencies and 
irrationalities which ended up being caught by someone like me. Not using 
any trick is the smartest method of preventing people from noticing a trick, 
so why did they do something that immensely troublesome? Fumu. Here, 
my thinking stopped momentarily. ..... Right, then let's make another 
hypothesis. Let's mix in a third party. Let's add a third party inside the 
story. This is part two of the variation on the alibi creation. When you were 
witnessing Kazusawa-kun and Mukaezuki-kun sparring thanks to 
Kotohara-san's swapping, precisely at that moment, somewhere else, it 
could even be the storehouse or anywhere else, a third party was killing the 
real Kazusawa-kun—that theory. That person had some sort of alibi 
starting from seven o'clock. It would be possible with that, wouldn't it? If 
we're choosing between possible or not, it might be possible. The line where 
there was not one, not two, but three, or even more culprits. Yes.... wouldn't 
that be a safe bet? However, this is a petty theory that could be rejected 
immediately without even considering it. After all, how many suspects could 
we still have left? In this case, we don't need to think of Kazusawa-kun's 
suicide, do we? If it were a suicide, Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san 
wouldn't need to dirty their hands. So first, Kazusawa-kun is excluded. 
Then, the three names of Samatoki-kun, Mukaezuki-kun, and Kotohara- 
san were all in the kendo hall and couldn't move. Then it would be either 
Samatoki-kun's little sister or myself. For your sister, she had the 
committee meeting, but we can imagine she forced her way out of it. Or 
perhaps it ended early. We have the room to think that with the fact that we 
didn't see many students looking like they were exiting the meeting on the 
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way back home. In reality, I haven't investigated, so I don't know. Then, I 
will say it as many times as necessary, I was talking to you until the last 
moment, but if you ask whether it was impossible for me to kill Kazusawa- 
kun in the little time window I had...... I think it would be impossible 
strength-wise, but let's say it was possible. Killing Kazusawa-kun seems as 
difficult as swapping with him, and I would need quite the speed 
considering I had to change uniform too, but I cannot say it was impossible. 
I have no way of demonstrating its impossibility, so let's say it was possible. 
After all, that doesn't matter either way. Why is that, you ask? You know, 
haven't you already figured it out? Have you forgotten the only way we have 
to leave this Outouin Academy was passing through that gate? Your sister 
and I left through the gate—after Samatoki-kun's group of three, you 
know? ...... Slightly shifting the time of death wouldn't make for a tangible 
alibi here, would it? It would still have been no good, had we arrived slightly 
before you. Samatoki-kun's group being present when I passed through the 
gate last and your sister witnessing Kotohara-san at the bus stop wouldn't 
have made the trick at all. Because you three passed by the faculty room. We 
would have needed to have already long since left the academy when you 
were in the kendo hall—or, from your perspective, when Mukaezuki-kun 
and Kazusawa-kun were sparring. Otherwise....—it would have been 
possible to kill Kazusawa-kun, who jumped out of the hall. Since both your 
sister and I were acting alone, we don't have the shadow of an alibi. Right, 
so no matter how much you derivate or try variations of this hypothesis, we 
arrive at a dead-end—it's meaningless again—the records when leaving 
the academy are an unshakable pain when it comes to establishing that 
hypothesis. So in the end, their action, Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san's 
action seemingly served no meaning whatsoever. Then I didn't have any 
theory left in my pocket. I completely surrendered. I don't understand. I 
don't understand. I don't understand. I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
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I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand I don't understand 
I don't understand and I was in despair. The one who extended a helping 
hand to me there, who literally extended a helping hand to me and lifted me 
up from my despair, exactly, it was none other than you, Samatoki-kun. 
You held my hand to a painful degree. You bathed my heart in painful words. 
I can still quote you word for word even now. Err, what was it again —just 
joking. 'Are you telling me to kill youe' 'Are you trying to turn me into a 
murderer?'—right? Aah, just remembering it makes my heart throb. What 
should I do if my breasts become even larger than now? However, 
Samatoki-kun's words didn't just strike my heart, but my head too, you 
landed a clean hit on it. Right—it was simple, it was exceedingly simple. 
Like those math problems Samatoki-kun likes so much. Once you notice 
part of it, it all becomes simple. We talked about the result, about the best 
possible result, and exactly, looking at what happened, it is clear that, 
Samatoki-kun, they fully achieved their goal. The result of the plan that 
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Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san elaborated, what happened. The 
difference between the case where the trick takes place and where it doesn't, 
once you notice it, the problem is simple, Samatoki-kun. Exactly— 
Samatoki-kun, Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun, Piecemaker, it's you. Thanks to the 
plan they elaborated—you have gained an alibi, Samatoki-kun. Strictly 
speaking, you and Mukaezuki-kun though, but for him, it's as we spoke 
earlier. Yes, if they were only concerned about Mukaezuki-kun, there was a 
much more appropriate method—but not in your case. Fufufu, I no longer 
need to pile on jokes now, do I? Exactly, the plan they had was to shift 
Kazusawa-kun's time of death; aka, to create an alibi for you, Samatoki- 
kun. That is because these two were thinking of the exact same thing I did. 
Once again, I guess I should say. When I learned of Kazusawa-kun's 
disappearance, I barged into your classroom and asked you, didn't I? 
Something like 'you haven't killed Kazusawa Rokunin, have you?' Exactly, 
this is what I said first. 'Looking at it objectively, if one were to ask who 
was the most suspect, that would be Samatoki-kun.' 'That is because 
Samatoki-kun had a quarrel with Kazusawa-kun right before the 
incident.' ' Therefore, the first name on the suspect list should be—' I said 
so. Right, that was evident to anyone's eyes. But I continued thusly to those 
words— 'However, thinking about it, you had a solid alibi.’ Therefore you 
were—no longer a killer in anyone's eyes. The investigation should stop 
suspecting you. Deducing from the theory, Kazusawa-kun's estimated time 
of death should be between six and seven o'clock, but probably more around 
six. And in reality, Samatoki-kun was already playing shogi with me in the 
infirmary, but Hakohiko-kun and Kotohara-san had no way of knowing 
that, so if they called you to cancel the meeting, you would have ended up 
being alone...... That must have been a dilemma for them. However, I 
personally think there was another meaning to the plan they laid—right, 
they wanted the quarrel between Samatoki-kun and Kazusawa-kun to be 
resolved before his death. With just that, although it was only partially 
resolved, I gave up on demonstrating the doubts I had on you in the 
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infirmary that day. Exactly, we can say that was the ultimate alibi creation. 
Well, even then, in my opinion, the best option was still to surrender. Then 
the accidental death would have merely been an accident and Samatoki-kun 
wouldn't have been added to the list of suspects. However, they didn't do 
that. They were probably unable to do that because they were together. But 
they still wanted to avoid doubts being cast on you, no matter what. 
Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san wanted to avoid that at all costs. They 
didn't want to turn you into a murderer. Therefore, they probably tried to 
restrain Kazusawa-kun first, and ended up failing at it. But without giving 
up at that failure, without surrendering to adversity, Mukaezuki-kun and 
Kotohara-san—tried. And your alibi was splendidly built, all according to 
their plan. Needless to say, Kotohara-san gave up on her own alibi. Even 
though Mukaezuki-kun could have kept it as a secret between them and be 
the witness for each other to create a perfect alibi, they abandoned that — 
These two, Mukaezuki-kun and Kotohara-san, crafted your alibi. So that 
the person in question wouldn't notice. So that only the person in question 
wouldn't notice. With their own hands, so that the person in question 
wouldn't notice. So that their friend wouldn't be doubted because of their 
sins. —With that, I don't need to explain any further. The culprits are 
Mukaezuki Hakohiko and Kotohara Ririsu. The trick was an alibi creation by 
falsifying the time of death with a swapping. The plan was—for your sake. 
Their goal was friendship, their motive was friendship.... That was the 
boring and commonplace, yet irreplacable for us, answer to this case, to this 
problem, to this puny and simple murder case that slightly and lightly 
threatened our school life and our world................. 
There, Byouinzaka expelled a sigh. 
Then smiled joyfully and jokingly. 

Novbsttesde Look at me going! Ahahah, well, this is the content of the culprit 
finding 1 told you about yesterday over the phone, but I didn't really know 
how you would deal with it after having heard that. I was truly, undeniably 
curious. Needless to say, I hate not knowing. That said, I don't intend to ask 
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people about what I don' t know. Well, I might carelessly end up asking, but 
I try to do it as little as possible. On that note, I took the liberty of 
eavesdropping and heard everything, from start to finish. Although I didn't 
intend to do that in the slightest." 

Byouinzaka had come out of the water tank's shadow and revealed her 
gym uniform plus bloomer-clad sight to me for a while now, but I was at 
the iron fence, holding the part of my shoulder that had been displaced 
when I got it stuck, without any will to move, without feeling like 
interjecting in the talkative Byouinzaka’s speech, not showing any reaction. 
She slowly approached me, step by step, with a dazzling smile. Speaking of 
novels, right, although this is a classic metaphor used since old times, if I 
was a novelist, I wouldn't ever use it, but it was a faintly cat-like smile that 
appeared in children's stories. The one who’d said that cats need a bell at 
their necks was Hakohiko, I think...... Byouinzaka came close enough to be 
in a three step range, then stopped, 

"Yes, yes." 

She started speaking while nodding. 

"So, my revered Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun, my Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun, 
whom I cannot revere enough, I think your decision was certainly correct. 
As I thought, you are the type of person who can execute the right thing in 
the right way. For Mukaezuki-kun, well, no need for worries. That kind of 
sports-type man won't sell their friends, no matter what. Kotohara-san is 
his childhood friend, so he will continue to maintain that silence. However, 
exactly, the problem was with Kotohara-san. The Kotohara-san you were 
embracing right here until just now. I think it was fear? She was scared of 
being killed. I think that's well put. This kind of thing is pretty common, 
Samatoki-kun. It is common, commonplace, Samatoki-kun. She learned 
what killing someone was. Therefore, the thought of being killed naturally 
surges in her mind. The notions of Ailling and getting killed ceased to be 
mere pipe dreams for her. A third party is now completely out of the 
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question. She acknowledged Kazusawa-kun's death much further than 
Samatoki-kun or I did, and thought it was scary. Even one step above 
'Kazusawa-kun was killed, so I might get killed too', she felt 'since I killed 
Kazusawa-kun, I might get killed myself'. Although the mind of a murderer 
is hard to measure, she must have that thought stuck in her head enough to 
shake her that much. In her case, in addition to fear, she also felt guilt. 
Something like being a murderer, I mustn't be rewarded, or I must be punished. 
We can reach that conclusion from how she took back the confession and 
what she said just earlier. At that rate, she was certainly heading in a bad 
direction. To use the metaphor of a warrior, a warrior out on the battlefield, 
she went to the battlefield without any resolve. On top of that, she ended up 
winning. She was in a completely deranged state. More hysteric than 
panicked, though. She was at her limit. She did well, enduring for a week in 
that borderline state. But the end was soon. The end. The end. The end. 
Therefore—you professed your love to Kotohara-san, didn't you?" 

"Well, when you said 'keep it a secret from Hakohiko that I know the 
truth' when you parted, it was extremely typical of you. Needless to say, if 
you didn't want to make Hakohiko worry more than necessary, then you 
should deepen the connection between these two. Letting that secret exist 
between them was the most effective way. With that, Kotohara-san became 
even more unable to do anything—furthermore, she became happy. She 
was rewarded. Right, if she received a reward for an action, then that isn't 
merely an action but a job. She, who convinced herself that she mustn't 
become happy, was forced to become happy. It's important to give an 
illusion, at least in romance. Giving her a reward for her efforts. If people 
succeed proportionally to their actions, that’s enough to save them. 
Succeeding proportionally to one's actions—that is being connected to the 
world, not spinning your wheels. The link between doing something and 
something happening is important. Link. Killing Kazusawa-kun needed to 
have some meaning for Kotohara-san—it needed to mean something—and 
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you gave the best possible meaning you could think of to her action. You 
stopped Kotohara's wheel from turning. You reminded the original objective 
Kotohara-san had when she was ready to throw everything away. Then, 
with how things turned out, you will be able to support her if she once again 
finds herself to be concerned about something. In that sense, the future is 
to be feared. You have hardships awaiting you." 
scenes Exactly. Kotohara's worries were erased with that. I was able to avoid 
her collapse and ruin, but I mustn't make this the end. I mustn't make this 
Kotohara-san's end point. Making her achieve an objective through her 
actions. With that, all she did was achieve something and meet her end there. 
The end, a brief conclusion. I mustn't let Kotohara experience the same 
thing I felt towards Yorutsuki—that weird sense of achievement, that 
sensation of being ignored by the world. I needed to make Kotohara much, 
much happier. I needed to give her enough happiness to make her become 
sick of it, constantly, be it at night or at noon. I needed to make her pleased, 
and look at her pleased face forever from now on. I needed to swiftly solve 
problems ones after the other. Because, this—because. 
nodes Because you are feeling guilt towards Kotohara-san, aren't you? 
Had you left Kotohara-san alone, she might have forgotten Hakohiko-kun 
and turned herself in or had her mind broken by that fear and guilt. No, 
really, one would have happened for sure. And you wanted to prevent that. 
You wanted to block that. You wanted to save her. You wanted to help her. 
You wanted to bring harmony to this unbalanced situation. Appeasing the 
worries, stabilizing the disequilibrium. You wanted to give an answer to the 
problem. You wanted to reward friendship with friendship. How beautiful, 
really, a good decision, typical of you. You exerted your abilities to the fullest 
and chose the optimal option. Well, since the police forces are far out of our 
reach, we cannot erase the possibility of them knocking on Mukaezuki-kun 
and Kotohara-san's door one day. However, you succeeded in restoring this 
school life, either betting on that not happening or until the time where that 
eventually happens, you erased the worries. I shall respect you. Compared to 
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the solution you used for this problem, the puzzle solving I repeated earlier 
is merely a minor bit of nonsense— — — —however, Samatoki-kun." 

Byouinzaka talked in a somewhat ironic way. 

"Do you really love Kotohara-san?" 

Mme? Byouinzaka purposely tilted her head. What an unpleasant 
expression. What ...... despicable girl. Aah, how hopelessly and 
interminably and unbelievably and pathetically...... foolish. 

"Say, KuroneKo-san." 

I said in a tired tone. Tired from the bottom of my heart. I was tired 
enough to no longer understand anything. Even looking up at the sky was 
foolish. Doing anything was foolish. 

"You look like a pretty clever girl, so could you tell me one thing? 
Hitsuuchi Samatoki wants to ask Byouinzaka Kuroneko something he 
doesn't understand." 

"T shall answer. With kindness." 

"I—I, you see, Byouinzaka." 

I said, without any emotion. At any time—in any situation, staying 
constantly logical and not getting emotional—was my pride. My identity. 
That was something I wasn't willing to let go of in any situation. 

"It's as you said—after hearing the truth from you, I spent the whole 
night thinking until morning came..... And I decided to call Kotohara here. I 
don't think that decision was wrong. I exerted my abilities to the fullest, to 
the utmost of my thinking, to the limit of my current abilities, and truly 
thought about the best and untoppable option, for my sake, for Hakohiko's 
sake, and for Kotohara's sake, and chose the best of the best of the best 
option—then, acted it without anything going off-plan. You saw that, 
didn't you? You saw me use my abilities to the fullest and choose the best 
possible option, didn't you?" 

"Yes, I did. Clearly, with these eyes." 

"Even then." 

255 


I spat out. 

"Why am I....... feeling like the worst?" 

I shouldn't have made even one mistake. I should have constantly used 
my power to its fullest. I should have always been seriously and fervently 
engaging with all sorts of problems. So why—did I slip and fall in a place 
like this? The path from ruin to extinction. Why did this place—did this 
world become so hopeless? Were my will and my intentions already decided 
from the start, without any involvement from me? Was I only dealing with 
the aftermath? Was I only forced to do it? And furthermore, once I dealt with 
the aftermath, I would merely have dealt with the aftermath. It would have 
been the same whether I did it or not. The world didn't care about me in the 
slightest, whether I obtained results or not—Like that, it was as if... as if 
I—was mistaken about something, about everything —wasn't it? Then—all 
I did would’ve been fruitless efforts. No, no no no no no, I shouldn't have 
been mistaken. I should have always been doing my best. For Yorutsuki too, 
I hadn't done anything wrong. Nor for Kotohara, I definitely wasn't 
mistaken. If I was wrong about something—then wouldn't that be the 
world's fault? My world—was wrong. Then, no matter what I did..... It 
couldn't be helped. No matter what I did, it only meaninglessly—kept on 
being mistaken and kept on ending, didn't it? There's no way to squeeze a 
correct answer out of a problem that’s wrong from the start. I thought I did 
nothing wrong and only chose the right answers, but for the world, that was 
like water dripping from a high place; each drop of water was worthless 
individually, and therefore, there wasn't anything correct or mistaken 
there; there wasn't any problem to begin with—I had never felt especially 
happy or unhappy up to now..... If the world is like that, no matter how 
many choices I made, again and again and again, I would never become 
happy. There was no way I could be at peace. 

Byouinzaka Kuroneko—looked at me with a gentle expression I had 


never seen before, and said "You see, that is..." 
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"Because somewhere in the corner of your heart, there is at least one 
pitiful someone thinking they are sad, albeit faintly." 

"When was it again, I commented that you don't pay attention to the world, 
but I shall correct myself. You certainly neglect the world—but you don't 
stop there. You don't consider yourself in the equation for many things. You 
got too entangled in the world, as if you weren't interested in your own 
happiness. If this world was a test problem—you forgot to sign your own 
name. You said things like 'for your sister's sake', 'for Mukaezuki-kun's 
sake', 'for Kotohara-san's sake'—all sorts of lies. You lied to most of your 
world, to most of your own world. You deceived the world. That merely 
didn't break the world. You deceived for the sake of harmony. All you say 
are lies. Therefore—you are the worst. It's the same thing as the fear that 
took over Kotohara-san. Having told a lie to the world—now you feel like 
the world is deceiving you. Since you only lie, you cannot trust anyone. 
Exactly, that is the true agony liars go through. Not being trusted by anyone, 
that's not a problem—becoming unable to trust anyone. You feel like 
everyone is trying to get ahead of you and end up carrying incomprehensible 
doubts with no clear answer. You're deceiving someone, so they might be 
doing the same. Maybe you only consider something the best option because 
you’ve been deceived, maybe you are mistaken, maybe you are mistaken, 
maybe you are mistaken. Maybe you keep on being mistaken. The result, 
which should be the best, might in fact be the worst—you think that way." 

"You lied too much." 

Byouinzaka announced so clearly and vacantly, like informing someone 
of their death sentence, and yet still with a sense of reality. I—to borrow 
Kotohara's words—honestly, I felt relieved, like a weight had been lifted 
from my shoulders. I—did my best to bluff and managed to show a wry 
smile. 

"Byouinzaka." 
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"What is it?" 

"I'm going to tell you a lie now, so please fall for it." 

I powerlessly hanged my head. 

"—Jt's painful." 

Hearing those words spouted out like a repentance, sinking like dripping 
sludge, Byouinzaka gently smiled, crouched in front of me, and softly 
supported my head with her left hand. Her right arm had dislocated 
recently, so it probably couldn’t move yet. Byouinzaka pulled my head with 
one hand and buried it in her chest. She hugged me so gently I felt like 
crying. 

"T cannot." 

Then, Byouinzaka said. 

"You cannot deceive me." 

"You cannot deceive me no matter what. Even if you deceive everyone 
else in the world, even if you deceive the world itself....... I will see through 
your lies. I will prioritize you over everything else and demonstrate your 
deceits. So you are fine, Samatoki-kun. Your world is still completely fine, 


Samatoki-kun. Your world.... isn't broken." 


I cursed from the bottom of my heart, inside Byouinzaka's deep chest. 
Really—you're an unpleasant girl. Unpleasant, cheeky, overconfident, 
unyielding and combative, rebellious, stubborn, fussy and cunning, 
impudent, talkative and loquace and eloquent and ironic—and absolutely 
not cute. 

"..... Then, I guess—I'll try doing my best a little longer." 

"Do your best." 

"Let's do our best." 

"Yes," 


"Aah." 
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At this moment, finally, although it took a long time. 


Hitsuuchi Samatoki fell in love with Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 
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It would usually have already become a habit, so I wouldn't need an alarm 
clock to wake up before five in the morning. However, that day was a 
Monday, the start of a week, and perhaps my internal clock had been thrown 
off by the weekend, so I’d set an alarm on my phone just in case, but as I 
expected, I woke up before it had the chance to ring. I didn't have any 
dreams. I think. I left the room after cancelling that alarm, descended the 
stairs, and washed my face in the bathroom. Now, first was my morning 
work. Preparing breakfast for everyone in the family. It had to be portable 
for Yorutsuki and me, since we would eat leisurely inside the train heading 
to the academy, so I made us a different menu than for our parents. Then, 
in addition, I made the bento for five people's worth of lunch. When that 
was done, it was around half past five, so I went to wake up Yorutsuki at the 
exact same time as usual. Knocking three times just in case, checking that 
there was no answer, then opening the door. Yorutsuki was slumbering with 
an angelic sleeping face. I always got unbelievably guilty when waking her 
up while she was like this, but it couldn’t be helped. I shook her shoulder 
and murmured "It's morning," in her ear. 'Mnn.... nyai,"" Yorutsuki, who 
was bad at waking up, looked at me vacantly, unable to focus her eyes well 


on me. Maybe she still felt like she was inside a dream. 


"Sleepiness and morning are unrelated." 

"Sleepy..... I guess." 

"I'm sleepy......... 

Although she usually had low blood-pressure, that day was especially 
bad. It might have been because we’d stayed up pretty late yesterday night. 
But I needed to do something, or we would end up being late at this rate. I 
needed to avoid that. I folded my arms and thought. After about a second, I 


had an ingenious flash of inspiration. 
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oe Morning kiss." 

Taking the unguarded Yorutsuki by surprise, I lightly brought our lips 
together. "Ny-nyaa?!"' After laughing, seeing Yorutsuki waking up at once, 
I ran at full speed to escape from her room. 

"J-jeez! Onii-chan, you pervert!" 


"Your voice is loud, you know!" 


"Ahahaha." 

I entered my room while exchanging this conversation and changed into 
my uniform. Well, our parents were heavy sleepers, so we wouldn't need to 
worry. Our family was full of low pressure people. Who did I take after, I 
wonder. I might have unexpectedly been a child picked up under a bridge 
and not blood related to Yorutsuki. That really would’ve been like a manga. 
Sadly, that wouldn't happen. I’d already checked that in the family register 
ages ago. When I left my room after being fully changed, I ran into 
Yorutsuki. She was in uniform too, and her hair was cleanly set. 

"Onii-chan, what time is it? Is it fine?" 

"It's A-OK. Cool like shaved ice. Aren't you sleepy?" 

''What you did blew my sleepiness away." 

"Alright. Then I'll start doing that from tomorrow on." 

"M-mmh." 

"Then let's do our best today again, shall we." 

"Let's go." 

After descending the stairs and putting the bento in our respective bags, 
preparations were complete. Arriving at the entrance, this time not by 
surprise, not as a result of hugging each other, I kissed Yorutsuki. We 
exchanged one before departing and when coming home. We departed for 
the station, boarded the train and began eating inside it. Our drink was a 
carton of soy milk. We changed trains and arrived at the closest station to 
the school. We boarded the bus and stopped once again at the stop. However, 


the match had only just begun. Ascending Rollercoaster - Stairway to Heaven. I 
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myself was already pretty used to it, but I still couldn't bring myself to like 
it. I climbed the hill while pulling Yorutsuki's hand, and we arrived at 
Outouin Academy's front gate safely in time. 

"Do you like studying?" 

"Hate it." 

"Then make efforts to start liking it." 

"Kya." 

"Even if it's not useful for now, it will later!" 

"Yes!" 

"Then let's swear to meet again!" 

"Yeah!" 

I parted with Yorutsuki after changing our shoes at the lockers and 
headed towards the east building. Now, this set of stairs was pretty tough, 
but compared to the Stairway to Heaven from earlier, it was a piece of cake. 
Only comparatively, though. In reality, it was still annoying. As I was 
climbing it, I noticed a familiar silhouette. It was Kotohara Ririsu. I could 
recognize her, even from behind, thanks to her stature. Oops, however, it 
might’ve been dangerous to decide purely based on her stature. I jogged up 
to her (although it was slightly tough on my calves) and went around this 
female student. Yes, as I thought, it was Kotohara. Kotohara looked at me 
with wide eyes, then smiled shyly. 

"Good morning, Samatoki." 

"Good morning, Ririsu." 

"Did you do your literature homework?" 

"T'll show you however much you want." 

"Sankyuu." 

"It's as thanks for letting me see various things yesterday." 

"W-what?!" 

Kotohara was clearly shaken and looked around her surroundings. Even 
though no one was listening among all this clatter. She was a pretty timid 
girl. I was able to discover a few unexpected facets of her after we started 
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going out, which was a little interesting. It had been a while since I dated 
anyone, but this sensation was fresh. It felt like I'd returned to middle 
school. 

"I'm now completely in love with scapulas—" 
"Shut up!" 
"Ah, today's quota." 
I approached my mouth to her ear. 


"T love you." 


"IT also made a bento for you so come eat it together on the roof at noon. 
Then, I'm going ahead." 

I turned around on the narrow stairs' landing and ran towards our dear 
3-2 classroom while avoiding the students climbing the stairs. When I 
arrived there, I was out of breath, so I left my bag on the desk. As I was 
recovering my breathing, the early kendo practice, which had resumed, was 
probably over for today, so Hakohiko entered the room from the front door. 
Seeing me arriving pretty early, he casually raised a hand. 

"Yo." 

"Mm." 

After reaching my desk, he left his bag next to mine and bluntly sat 
down. He looked as fatigued as me, but in Hakohiko's case, the degree of 
fatigue was different. He was currently going through hellish training in 
order to recover what he had lost when practice was paused. Seeing him like 
this made me think anew that sportsmen had it rough. I found myself glad 
to be a part of the go-home club, but I was also a bit jealous of that feeling 
of being in unison with your body. Anyway, there wasn't much time until 
the tournament. So I certainly wanted Hakohiko to do his best at leading the 
kendo club to enliven our youth. As a best friend. Kotohara entered the 
classroom after some time. She still looked like she was mad about 
something. She was fun when teased, but, well, I shouldn't go too far. When 


Kotohara passed by me, I extended my literature notebook to her. ""............ 


Kotohara silently snatched it from me in a violent motion, then took her 
seat. I wondered how effective the apology and love message I wrote inside 
would be? Well, I guess the fun comes from discovering that when it 
happens. I started to prepare for the maths class in the first period. I wanted 
to check it one more time right before the class today. Then, I realized. I had 
written a lot of things on what I handed to Kotohara just before, and 
perhap........ I decided against opening my math textbook, which I’d taken 
home for preparations, and instead took out the geography textbook I’d left 
inside the desk and decided to check the pages for today's lesson. The 
geography class was the third period. It seemed likely to be her aim. Despite 
having finished middle school long ago, I still felt a childish excitement as 
I flipped through the pages. 

A precious little sister. 

A cute girlfriend. 

A reliable best friend. 

A person I like. 

My world was peaceful today again. 


I feel great, so let's go to the infirmary. 


Crazy world is beautiful world. 
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Afterword 


"It's kinda boring." "Isn't there anything fun?" Those are the pet saying of 
this story’s author, which he has repeated far more than ten thousand or a 
hundred thousand times. You might think these kinds of people to be 
generally apathetic, but they unexpectedly aren't. They start saying ''Then 
let's go find something fun," and get engrossed in trial and error for that 
purpose. Well, as a result, they will encounter something that makes them 
think "Ah! This is fun! Awesome!" It's a heartwarming tale, making you 
realize that not everything in this world is worthless. However, the thing 
making them go "This is fun!" will gradually give them less and less 
stimulus. To put it bluntly, they’ll get bored. And the person confronted 
with that boredom or tediousness will feel like they lost something they had 
finally found, and experience an unbearable sense of loss. In order to feel 
that feeling, they will once again search for something fun and awesome, but 
no matter how many replacements they find, it all ends up the same way, 
so they only experience that sense of loss. However, through those 
experiences, they clearly gained something that stuck with them, and yet 
they sigh, think "I'm always losing something," and start to torture 
themselves with horrible jealousy and inferiority, comparing themselves to 
the people they see regularly having fun. And, at that point, they will start 
to analyze. What was something they found fun? What ingredients are needed 
to acknowledge something as fun? They try to use logic to gain a foothold, 
preventing the fun from being lost. Well, needless to say, when they start 
analyzing, it's already over. If they think 'Why is that fun?" then will start 
saying ''This has to be fun," "It has to be like that," or "Anything is due to 
be fun with that," and in the end, they will end up not with a sense of loss, 
but pure loss. Aaah. It's kinda boring. 

This story was about highschoolers. Exceedingly slovenly, boring yet 
fun, supposedly fun yet boring, experiencing friendship or love, trying to 


look cool or funny, pretending to be smart or dumb, being pseudo-logical 
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and stupid, a story of loss—But, in reality, even that loss still led them to 
aquire something. No matter whether you are optimistic or pessimistic, the 
world is a one-way line. On that note, how is your world? This was Our 
Broken World. 

My editor in-charge, Oota-~sama, was supervising this project all the way 
from the text to the production. This time, TAGRO-sensei was in charge of 
the illustrations. Honestly, I have no idea why my life has become so 
amazing, but it would be awkward to analyze, so I think I'll continue as is. 


For now, please look after me until you get bored. Well then. 


Nisio Isin 
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Afterword Hardcover Version 


I regrettably don't remember precisely when I first heard of that story, but 
I still feel the same complicated way about the story concerning Newton - 
sensei's discovery. It is so well-known, I absolutely don't need to retell it, 
but to write it down just in case: "Newton discovered gravity when looking 
at an apple fall from a tree."" That famous one. What moved me when 
hearing this story wasn't the discovery of universal gravitation in itself, but 
Newton's luck of having witnessed the moment an apple falls from a tree. 
Like, it's not just for apples, normally no one witnesses the exact moment 
a fruit falls on its own. In reality, the author of this book has never once 
seen the scene of an apple falling down for himself. I mean, I think more 
along the lines of "I can't be waiting for it to leisurely fall down, so I'll just 
rip it now and eat it!" Well, in other words, being able or not to witness an 
apple falling from a tree is probably the line separating geniuses from 
ordinary people. That doesn't only go for Newton-sensei. If we go through 
the stories of most people called "great", they all started with experiences 
that normal people usually don't get to experience. Great people and 
heretics are two sides of the same coin, so this isn't absurdly surprising, but 
I still feel a touch of unfairness in that. Is it like "if our finish lines are 
different, our starting lines are different too"? That being said, I am aware 
that the episode concerning Newton-sensei is a lie created by the later 
generations. But I still want to believe it is true. 

This book was a so-called detective novel. A story about someone getting 
killed and people searching for the culprit. Or maybe it was a story telling 
the narrator, Hitsuuchi Samatoki's, strange affection towards his sister and 
friends through his peculiar worldview? 

Well, thinking sensibly, it's more healthy to live on good terms with the 
people around you than to discover gravity. After all, whether you discover 
gravity or not, it still exists. On that note, how is your world? This was Our 


Broken World. 
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For this simultaneous release with Eerie and Artless Enclosed World, I had 
the chief editor of Kodansha BOX, Oota Katsushi-sama, put his all into 
publishing this book. I cannot thank him enough. Of course, I am also deeply 
obliged to you all for putting up with this long-ish book and reading it until 
the very end. 


Thank you very much. 


Nisio isin 
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Afterword Digital Version 


At the time, I didn't really think so, but looking back at it now, writing Our 
Broken World pretty clearly fixed the direction Nisio Isin would take in the 
future. My debut work Decapitation Cycle started the Zaregoto Series, which 
was then derived into the Ningen Series. I think that the sentence "Well 


then, farewell ethics." was what started that mystery series ruled by a 
different world view. Had the benevolent detective Byouinzaka Kuroneko 
not been born then, I probably would be writing different novels nowadays. 
It's not like I have no interest in writing totally different novels whatsoever, 
but that is the reason why, when asked "Who is your favorite character 
among everything you have written so far?" to this question impossible to 


give a clear answer to, her name comes up relatively often. 
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